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In order to degrade the politics of Plato, Aristotle, or Saint Thomas to the 
rank of “values” among others, a conscientious scholar would first have to 
show that their claim to be science was unfounded. And that attempt is 
self-defeating. By the time the would-be critic has penetrated the meaning 
of metaphysics with sufficient thoroughness to make his criticism weighty, 
he will have become a metaphysician himself. The attack on metaphysics 
can be undertaken with a good conscience only from the safe distance of 
imperfect knowledge. 


Eric Voegelin, The New Science of Politics 


The proper use of techniques, in so far as it can be taught, remains abstract 
and devoid of necessary influence upon action; and, in so far as it 
entertains an infallible relation to action, it cannot be taught. The fully 
determinate and unmistakably effective knowledge of the right use is not 
science, but prudence; it is acquired, not principally by reading books and 
taking courses, but by practicing virtue. Whatever is scientific and 
teachable in the knowledge of use admits of being ignored at the time of 
action and of remaining without effect upon action. Moreover, the 
knowledge of the right use, even in so far as it is scientific and teachable, 
involves difficulties which render unlikely its uninterrupted maintenance 
and continuous progress. In this respect the science of the proper use of 
techniques—one function of ethics—resembles metaphysics rather than 
positive science. Like metaphysics, the science of ethics possesses, in 
history, the character of a rare and precarious achievement, more 
threatened by decadence and oblivion than blessed with promise of 
maintenance and progress. 


Yves Simon, Philosophy of Democratic Government 


Contents 


PREFACE: METAPHYSICS AND PRACTICE / xi 


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS / xv 


l. Ethics as a Guide into Metaphysics / 1 

2. Virtue and Practice / 13 

3. Self-Implicating Knowledge: The Practice of Intellectual Virtue / 35 
4. Dependent Animal Rationality: Epistemology as Anthropology / 55 
5. Metaphysics and/as Practice / 75 

6. Metaphysics, Theology, and the Practice of Naming God /97 


7. The Presence of a Hidden God: Idolatry, Metaphysics, and 
Forms of Life / 117 


8. Portraits of the Artist: Eros, Metaphysics, and Beauty / 135 
9. Metaphysics of Contingency, Divine Artistry of Hope / 163 


notes / 177 
BIBLIOGRAPHY / 223 


INDEX / 233 


PREFACE: METAPHYSICS AND PRACTICE 


Informed by the thought of Thomas Aquinas and prompted by recent 
developments in Continental and Anglo-American philosophy, this book 
brings the texts of Aquinas into conversation with contemporary philosophy on 
the question of the relationship of metaphysics and practice. Why metaphysics 
and practice? Why not, as Aquinas would rather have put it, metaphysics and 
ethics? Or even theory and practice? 

The particular conjunction of the title evinces the goal of bringing the 
metaphysical dimension of Aquinas’s thought into dialogue with one of the 
most striking developments in contemporary philosophy, the revival of the 
primacy of practice in the fields of ethics and epistemology. The recovery of 
practice is intimately connected with the turn to virtue in both fields. In ethics 
and epistemology, virtue is an alternative to decision-procedure models of 
action and rationality. Decision-procedure models accentuate universality, 
impersonality, and pure rationality. These models have come under fire for 
being inappropriately theoretical and for conceiving of moral actions or acts of 
knowing as discrete entities or events abstracted from concrete conditions and 
isolated from ongoing commitments and habits in the human agent. By con- 
trast, virtue ethics affirms the primacy of prudence, a non-rule-governed ca- 
pacity of apprehension, articulation, discrimination, judgment, and action. 
Prudence supplies what a decision procedure cannot—a capacity to recognize 
and act in accord with what is salient in the concrete, singular conditions of 
human action. Similarly, in epistemology, a virtue approach focuses on the 
complex set of virtues, cognitive and affective, that are operative in the quest 
for knowledge in a variety of everyday contexts—from scientific experiments to 
the solving of murder mysteries. Instead of the maximization of discrete acts of 
knowledge without regard to what is known or how the knowledge is possessed 
by the inquirer, virtue epistemology makes qualitative distinctions among the 
objects of knowledge and attends to the way in which one holds the knowl- 
edge; for example, the extent to which the various parts of what one knows are 
integrated with one another. Furthermore, virtuous practice highlights the 
social conditions of knowledge and action in ways foreign to the decision- 
procedure models. 

Recoiling from the abstract, the theoretical, the universal, and the pro- 
cedural, the partisans of practice are often also in flight from metaphysics, 
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which is seen, at best, as a distraction from the order of practice, and at worst, as 
an obstacle to its recovery, as a mode of thought afflicted with the same vices as 
those haunting decision-procedure models of rationality. 

How ought one to respond to the dismissive scorn with which metaphysics 
is treated in contemporary philosophy? This is a particularly vexing question 
for those who have embraced and encouraged the contemporary revival of 
premodern philosophers such as Aristotle and Aquinas, often as contributors to 
the articulation of the primacy of practice in ethics. Both Aristotle and Aquinas 
distinguish between theory and practice, metaphysics and ethics; but the ex- 
clusive focus on practice and ethics cannot but give us a truncated and dis- 
torted picture of their thought. The most pointed rejoinder is to put into 
question the notion that virtue and practice can function adequately without 
any recourse whatsoever to abstraction, universality, or theory. Some of the 
flaws in virtue ethics—for example, its silence on matters of justice and, more 
broadly, on politics itself—may well be rooted in an excessive aversion to 
procedure and theory. Moreover, contemporary attempts to recover virtuous 
practice often find themselves unwittingly on the horizon of metaphysics, for 
example, in the implicit adoption of a normative philosophical anthropology 
ofthe virtues, or in the discrimination of better and worse objects of knowledge 
or more or less virtuous ways of engaging in inquiry. The inevitability of 
metaphysics, even in those most devoted to practice, confirms the Aristotelian 
and Thomistic suspicion that an authentic practical philosophy cannot post- 
pone metaphysics indefinitely. 

Not long ago, ancient and medieval philosophers were thought to have 
little or nothing to offer to the fields of ethics or epistemology. That is hardly 
the case today. The same philosophical myopia and impoverished historical 
imagination that led to the repudiation of nearly the entire history of philoso- 
phy now inform the dismissal of metaphysics. Greater erudition and more 
careful exegesis can enhance our understanding of metaphysics as they have 
already begun to improve our inquiries into ethics and epistemology. Indeed, 
the recent rehabilitation of the classical conception of philosophy as a way of 
life, anchored in the practice of moral and intellectual virtue, suggests that the 
contemporary penchant for seeing metaphysics as alien to, and as alienating 
agents from, ordinary practice is itself a contemporary dogma. How else could 
the ancient philosophical schools of antiquity, which embody the notion of 
philosophy as a way of life, have consistently regarded metaphysics as the 
culminating discourse of philosophy? 

Contemporary approaches to metaphysics are typically vague and sweep- 
ing. They rarely take the time to specify precisely how the term is being used or 
to describe in any detail its subject matter, its scope, its methods, or its limits. A 
compelling case has been made in recent years that there is no single concep- 
tion of the ethical or of human knowledge, but only multiple, divergent, and 
contending accounts. Aquinas, for example, inherits a specific conception of 
metaphysics from Aristotle. In this tradition, metaphysics is described vari- 
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ously as an inquiry into being insofar as it is being (ens inquantum ens), as first 
philosophy, and as theology. Of course, metaphysics involves abstraction; it 
could not be ranked among the speculative sciences if it did not. But the very 
grammar of ens inquantum ens indicates that it is a common investigation of 
what is true, not of abstractions, but of each concretely existing being (ens). 

Although metaphysics itself is one mode of inquiry among others, it con- 
tains within its purview all that is. It thus exhibits an orientation to the whole 
and to the place of partial inquiries within the entire circuit of human knowl- 
edge. It is also first philosophy, but not in the temporal sense; in fact, it is the 
last science to be studied in the order of philosophical pedagogy. The order of 
learning is inversely related to the order of being. What we study first is what is 
most obvious to us, sensible substances, examined in physics; after the study of 
the soul, ethics, and politics comes metaphysics. Metaphysics is first, rather, in 
the order of being because it studies the principles underlying the other sci- 
ences and the first causes of all that exists. Since, for Aristotle, the firstand most 
noble causes include the separate substances and God, metaphysics is also 
called theology. But this can be misleading, especially in contemporary Conti- 
nental circles where onto-theology, the englobing of the divine within a com- 
mon study of being, is a sort of heresy. But this accusation misses Aquinas's 
Aristotelian sense of the proper subject matter and goal of a science. In this 
case, God is not part of the subject matter of metaphysics; the divine enters 
into metaphysics only as cause of the subject matter, notas an object of inquiry 
in its own right. 

If contemporary pictures of metaphysics lack historical and conceptual 
precision, they are also often narrow and positivistic. There is an instructive 
isomorphism here. Metaphysics as described by contemporary philosophers 
stands to the actual history of metaphysics in much the same relation as does 
metaphysics, as it is currently construed, to the concrete order of practice. 
What is lost, say, in the case of Aquinas's metaphysics, amid contemporary 
abstractions is the erotic appeal of metaphysics and its pervasive deployment of 
aesthetic language. Metaphysics is rooted in the natural human desire to 
know, the longing to behold and participate in the beautiful, to find one's 
place within, and to conceive all one's activities in relation to, the whole. 
Metaphysics is at once about being, truth, goodness, and beauty. Moreover, 
Aquinas distinguishes between metaphysics in its original sense, as a part of 
philosophy, and metaphysics as part of theology. In the latter sense, meta- 
physics is an ancillary discipline to theology; its principles at once aid in the 
articulation of theological claims and are also considerably deepened by the 
more penetrating insights into being provided by revealed truth. Theological 
teachings concerning the Trinity, creation as the bestowal of the gift of being, 
and the prímacy of the virtue of charity cannot but transform our understand- 
ing of how metaphysics is related to practice. 

In this way, Aquinas offers a distinctively theological contribution to a set 
of debates over the relationship of theory to practice, contemplation to action. 
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The central difficulty (aporia) in Aristotle’s texts, a question addressed with 
great subtlety in Ethics and Politics, concerns the contest over the best way of 
life, the chief contenders for which are contemplation and action. If, in terms 
of the objects it investigates and its mode of operation, theory is higher than 
prudence, in another sense, prudence is regulative, since prudence deter- 
mines how various activities, both theoretical and practical, are to be woven 
into a unified human life. The question of the best way of life is preeminently a 
question of practice, a question of how we ought to live. In this respect, one 
can speak of the primacy of practice. There is another way of framing the 
question of the relationship of metaphysics to practice. It concerns the con- 
strual of metaphysics as the fundamental inquiry of the theoretical life as a 
practice itself, as constituted by the activities of intellectual virtues. One of 
Aquinas’s tasks is to tease out the various senses of theory and practice in 
Aristotle’s texts. 

Such considerations, both in philosophy and theology, have a direct bear- 
ing on the relationship of metaphysics to practice. The goal of the present 
study is not simply to render Aquinas acceptable to contemporary philosophy 
by illustrating how he might contribute to ongoing debates, as if the only 
reason to read Aquinas were because he might reinforce or extend or refine 
what we already think. In fact, contemporary questions and debates can help 
open up avenues to Aquinas that would otherwise remain unexplored. But 
such an inquiry should remain attentive to what Aquinas can teach us, not just 
concerning this or that current problem, but in the sense that he can help us to 
put our most basic philosophical assumptions into question. In the case of the 
nature of metaphysics and its relation to practice, he can do precisely this. 

The topical or thematic approach adopted in this book cannot pretend to 
offer a comprehensive examination of all relevant issues or texts. The book 
makes no claim to cover all the relevant texts of Aquinas, or to supply an 
exhaustive treatment of the vast secondary literature on Aquinas, or to have 
included all the germane contemporary philosophical literature. In each case, 
primary and secondary texts, as well as contemporary philosophical debates 
and lines of investigation, have been selected with a view to the goal of the 
book: to articulate, by way of select contemporary debates, Aquinas’s under- 
standing of the relationship of metaphysics to practice. 


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 


Some of the material in this book is revised and amplified from previous 
publications: “Aquinas, Virtue, and Recent Epistemology,” Review of Meta- 
physics 52 (1999): 573-94; “Calvin and Hobbes: The Revival of Christian 
Philosophy” appeared in The Weekly Standard, December 24, 2001; “Kretz- 
mann’s Theism vs. Aquinas’s Theism: Interpreting the Summa contra Gen- 
tiles,” The Thomist 62 (1998): 603-22; “Portraits of the Artist: Joyce, Nietzsche, 
and Aquinas,” in Beauty, Art, and the Polis, ed. Alice Ramos (Catholic Univer- 
sity of America Press, 2000), 117-37; and “Review of The Metaphysics of 
Creation: Aquinas’s Natural Theology in Summa Contra Gentiles IL" in The 
Thomist 64 (2000): 309-13. I am grateful to these journals for allowing re- 
publication of revised material from these essays. 

The remote origins of the thinking for this book date all the way back to 
my undergraduate days at the University of Dallas, where I was fortunate to 
study under such distinguished Thomists as Mark Jordan and Frederick Wil- 
helmsen. Less remote promptings came from conversations—both in person 
and through their published works—with Alasdair MacIntyre, Ralph Mc- 
Inerny, John O’Callaghan, and David Solomon. 

While some of the material for this book was composed during my time in 
the philosophy department at Boston College, the idea for the book and the 
bulk of the writing occurred during my first two years as Dean of the Honors 
College at Baylor University. Those were turbulent years at Baylor but still 
remarkably productive, both in terms of the success we had in building a new 
Honors College and in terms of my own writing. I could not have succeeded in 
either arena were it not for the encouragement and example of two of the finest 
Christian scholars and administrators I have ever encountered: then president 
Robert Sloan, and then provost David Jeffrey. David, in particular, regularly 
encouraged the continuation of my scholarly work. Of course, behind every 
moderately sane administrator stands an indefatigable staff. I want to express 
particular gratitude to Paulette Edwards, the administrative assistant for the 
Honors College, whose organizational skills and devotion to the common 
good enable the Honors College to flourish and me the luxury of time for 
research and teaching. 

The manuscript itself profited from the helpful comments of Matthew 
Levering and from the best of sympathetic yet critical readers for Indiana 


Acknowledgments 


University Press: Graham McAleer and Merold Westphal, the latter of whom 
is the general editor of the Indiana Series in the Philosophy of Religion. I am 
also grateful to Elizabeth Yoder for providing an astute eye in the stage of 
copyediting and to Miki Bird at Indiana University Press for assistance along 
the way. Dee Mortensen at Indiana University Press provided helpful com- 
ments as well as genial and good-spirited stewardship of the project at every 
stage. 

The final word of thanks goes to my wife, Stacey, who in tough moments 
in our marriage has occasionally and only half in jest reminded me of the 
Rolling Stones song, “You Can’t Always Get What You Want.” Marriage, at 
times a harsh school, is about getting what you need and ultimately giving 
what is needed to spouse and children. Wendell Berry writes that fidelity is 
meant to preserve the “possibility of devotion against the distractions of nov- 
elty,” to prepare for the return of moments when “what we have chosen and 
what we desire are the same.” As we begin our twentieth year of marriage, I am 
grateful to say that those moments are, if not continuous, then nearly so, 
particularly when it comes to our common task of raising Lauren, Daniel, and 
Sara. Sanctification of the natural and the ordinary is, according to St. 
Thomas, what life is all about. In that task, we require, as instruments of grace, 
community, friendship, and examples. To our familial community and be- 
yond, Stacey supplies all these. 

To Stacey, who helps make possible and enjoyable things much more 
important than the writing of scholarly tomes, I dedicate whatever there is here 
of a book. 


Aquinas, Ethics, and 
Philosophy of Religion 


Ethics as a Guide 
into Metaphysics 


James Joyce once quipped, “The difficulty about Aquinas is that what he 
says is so like what the man in the street says.” And in response to a friend’s 
derisive comment that Aquinas “has nothing to do with us,” he stated, “It has 
everything to do with us.”! 

Joyce was schooled in the works of old Aquinas. As William T. Noon 
demonstrated some years ago in his Joyce and Aquinas, Thomistic themes 
pervade Joyce’s corpus, particularly in Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and 
Ulysses.” In the midst of the cascade of recent studies of Joyce, there has been a 
quiet resurgence of interest in the affinities between Joyce and premodern 
philosophy? As we shall argue in some detail toward the end of this study, 
Joyce had a remarkably penetrating understanding of certain features of Aqui- 
nas’s thought. The use and (deliberate?) misuse of Aquinas in Stephen De- 
dalus’s discussions of beauty in Portrait of the Artist are well known. But Joyce 
also exhibits a sophisticated grasp of Aquinas’s ‘Trinitarian theology and its 
metaphysical and ethical implications, as is clear from Ulysses.* Conversely, in 
what he attacks, Joyce opens up the possibility of a recovery of certain strains of 
premodern thought: the criticisms of symbolist conceptions of art, the roman- 
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tic celebration of the autonomous creativity of the artist, the modern supposi- 
tion of the transparency of the self to itself, and the voluntarism he encoun- 
tered both in modern philosophy and in strains of Jesuit theology. All of these 
issues in Joyce—what he rejects and what he at least implicitly afirms—are 
allied to his affirmation of the primacy of myth, an affirmation that is most 
apparent in the use of the Homeric tale of Odysseus in Ulysses. 

Now, Aquinas is no weaver of tales; indeed, some critics see him as a 
forerunner of modern rationalism. So, for example, Eric Voegelin objects to 
Aquinas’s metaphysics precisely on the ground that it “ossifies it into a proposi- 
tional science of principles, universals, and substances."? But this assessment, 
as we shall see in ample detail in the course of our study, involves a very 
selective reading of Aquinas’s metaphysics.5 It omits, for example, his notion of 
reason as participant in an order that encompasses it and exceeds its grasp; the 
prominent role of erotic and aesthetic discourse throughout his metaphysics; 
the intimate connection, in his theology, between the Trinity as exemplar of 
human action and the development of a social ontology of individuals-in- 
relation; and the construal of ethics itself as a mimetic practice. A number of 
these themes can be brought to the fore by a careful reading of the way Aquinas 
functions in Joyce’s novels. None of this implies that Joyce embraces Aquinas’s 
conclusions or, where he does embrace some, that he deploys them for the 
same ends as Aquinas. Just how far that takes us in the direction of Aquinas is 
certainly open to debate, and nothing in the exposition of Aquinas that follows 
hangs on an interpretation of Joyce as interpreter of Aquinas. Indeed, I will 
argue that Joyce’s texts embody tensions, even debates, between rival concep- 
tions of human agency, rationality, and narrative (dis)unity, only one of which 
can be traced to Aquinas. Whether Joyce can in any meaningful sense affirm 
the primacy of myth merely as a human construct, void of any metaphysical 
commitments, is itself a serious question. 

One thing is clear. Joyce aims to capture a nonreductionist account of the 
ordinary. His famed biographer Richard Ellmann puts it succinctly: “The 
initial and determining act of judgment in his work is the justification of the 
commonplace. . . . Joyce's discovery . . . was that the ordinary is the extraordi- 
nary.” Ellmann’s comments overlap nicely with Joyce’s own sympathies to- 
ward Aquinas as expressed in the opening quotations. Of course, the recovery 
of the ordinary has been at the heart of an influential movement in philosophy 
at least since Wittgenstein. The problem with aligning Aquinas with this 
movement is its antipathy toward metaphysics. Stanley Cavell, a noted propo- 
nent of the return to the ordinary, contrasts metaphysics, understood as a 
"demand for the absolute,” with the “ordinary or the everyday."* 

Part of my thesis, following out the Joycean suggestion of Aquinas’s fidelity 
to the “man in the street,” is that Aquinas develops a metaphysics that provides 
the fertile backdrop to ethical practice, a metaphysics that demands only as 
much precision as the subject matter allows, to quote Aristotle, and that culmi- 
nates, not in exhaustive certitude, but in a deepening sense of the mystery of 
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things. Cavell identifies metaphysics as the “search for an order or a system or 
a language that would secure a human settlement with the world that goes 
beyond human sense and certainty.” In this description, Cavell’s opposition of 
metaphysics to the ordinary shares something in common with Charles Tay- 
lor’s worries over appeals to transcendent goods. The appeal to “hyper-goods,” 
as Taylor calls them, can do damage to the rich complexity and contingency of 
the human good.!° Aquinas, as we shall see, has a pretty sophisticated response 
to these concerns; indeed, he shares them.!! 

Aquinas would not allow himself to be put in the position of having to 
defend the introduction of alien metaphysical issues into our articulation of 
the ordinary. He would argue that the starting points of metaphysical discourse 
are already embedded within the ordinary. The perception of the extraordinary 
revealed in the ordinary draws the human person into an order that encom- 
passes and transcends the human but without any claim to peremptory under- 
standing or a comprehensive grasp. At least one contemporary author—both 
philosopher and novelist—has made this point rather forcefully. In her essay 
“Against Dryness” (published in 1961), Iris Murdoch urges, “Philosophy is not 
in fact at present able to offer us any . . . complete and powerful picture of the 
soul.” In Anglo-American philosophy, the dominant conception of the person 
consists in “the joining of a materialistic behaviorism with a dramatic view of 
the individual as a solitary will.” In French philosophy as well, there is a 
penchant for depicting the individual as “solitary and totally free. There is no 
transcendent reality, there are no degrees of freedom.” At its noblest, contem- 
porary moral philosophy celebrates the “brave naked will” of the moral agent, 
exalts choice at the expense of vision, substitutes a “facile idea of sincerity” for 
the “hard idea of truth,” and leaves us with a desiccated “moral and political 
vocabulary.”!? 

There are, of course, numerous questions to be raised about Mur- 
doch’s portrayal of modern philosophical positions, but there is no doubt 
that her dissection of moral philosophy’s midcentury afflictions has proven 
remarkably prescient. The burgeoning field of virtue ethics rests largely 
on dissatisfaction with the accounts of human agency offered in twentieth- 
century Kantian and utilitarian ethics. In “Vision and Choice in Morality,” 
Murdoch states that, in twentieth-century moral philosophy, “the moral life of 
the individual” is seen as “a series of overt choices which take place in a series 
of specifiable situations.”!? This view has its “charms.” It “displays the moral 
agent as rational and responsible and also as free; he moves unhindered 
against a background of facts and can alter the descriptive meaning of his 
moral words at will.” The rational freedom of the individual agent consists 
largely in the agent’s disconnection, in the moment of choice, from passion or 
feeling, the nonrational components of human nature, from a community, 
and from previous or subsequent choices. The account of human agency is 
radically individualistic and atomistic. What seems a liberation is, according to 
Murdoch, a deprivation: 
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What have we lost here? We have suffered a general loss of concepts, the 
loss of a moral and political vocabulary. We no longer use a spread-out 
substantial picture of the manifold virtues of man and society. We no longer 
see man against a background of values, of realities, which transcend him." 


The model of human agency operative here is at once abstract and theo- 
retical. It is abstract in the sense that it separates the moment of choice from 
both the “background” of which Murdoch speaks and the foreground, the 
awareness of a rich context within which the singular object of choice is 
embedded. It is theoretical in that its model of practical rationality rests on 
paradigms of scientific or technical reasoning; it involves what the contempo- 
rary moral philosopher Joel Kupperman calls a “decision procedure." ^ What 
is missing is a sense of ethics as practice, involving virtues of perception, 
articulation, deliberation, and judgment. 

In a number of ways, Murdoch anticipates the recovery of virtue and 
practice—indeed, of the practice of virtue—in a variety of fields in analytic 
philosophy, even as she echoes Continental worries about what Voegelin calls 
the “ossification” of understanding into mere propositional analysis. In ethics, 
there has in recent years been a turn from abstract decision-procedure models 
of practical reasoning to the concrete conditions of practice, in which non- 
rule-governed virtues of perception, articulation, deliberation, and judgment 
are prominent. A similar shift has occurred in epistemology, where virtue 
epistemology urges a retreat from the abstract and punctual analysis of isolated 
states of knowing and a movement toward the practice of a complex set of 
intellectual and moral virtues characteristic of the cognitive lives of those we 
admire for understanding or wisdom. The dominant twentieth-century models 
of epistemology stress isolated acts of knowledge, seek a quantitative maximi- 
zation of true propositions through the following of reliable rules of belief 
formation, and focus more on avoiding blame in one’s cognitive activities than 
on “achieving moral praiseworthiness.” By contrast, contemporary virtue epis- 
temology stresses the interconnectedness and continuity of our cognitive 
states, the importance of habits of inquiry; it focuses more on the quality of the 
things known than on the mere assembling of a set of true propositions; and it 
eschews the notion that knowledge or wisdom could be fully rule governed, 
and celebrates intellectual excellence. 

As gratified as she might be by these developments, Murdoch would point 
us in the direction ofa more complete recovery of ancient philosophy, at least in 
one respect, concerning the relationship of metaphysics to ethical practice, 
which remains an underappreciated issue in her project. In almost complete 
isolation from her contemporaries, Murdoch held that the aridity of ethical 
discourse, its impoverished conception of human agency, was due in part to the 
severing of the ties between ethics and metaphysics.!6 Contrary to the common 
philosophical assumption that metaphysics involves a retreat from common 
experience to a world of quasi-mathematical abstraction, Murdoch urges that 
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the “elimination of metaphysics from ethics” is at odds with our ordinary 
experience of the world. Furthermore, its elimination deprives philosophers of 
the resources needed to offer a rich and nuanced account of human agency. 
She urges that contemporary philosophy presents us with a “stripped and empty 
scene.” Morality is depicted “without any transcendent background. It is de- 
picted simply in terms of exhortations and choices defended by reference to 
facts.” One of the first to rail against the dogma of fact-value dichotomy, 
Murdochasks, “[Why] can morality not be thoughtas attached to the substance 
of the world? Surely many people who are not philosophers and who cannot be 
accused of using faulty arguments since they use no arguments, do think of their 
morality in just this way?” On this alternative and historically dominant view—a 
view shared by “Thomists, Hegelians, and Marxists” — 


the individual is seen as held in a framework which transcends him, where 
what is important and valuable is the framework. . . .To discover what is 
morally good is to discover that reality, and to become good is to integrate 
himself with it. He is ruled by laws that he can only partly understand. He is 
not fully conscious of what he is. His freedom is not an open freedom of 
choice in a clear situation; it lies rather in an increasing knowledge of his 
own real being, and in the conduct which naturally springs from such 
knowledge." 


Although Murdoch gestures in the direction of metaphysics (recall the title of 
her Gifford lectures, Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals), she never develops a 
specific metaphysics. 

One of the most noteworthy alterations in the landscape of Anglo- 
American philosophy is the flourishing of philosophy of religion, another 
development that Murdoch may well have applauded. One of the striking 
features of this development is how often philosophers of religion have come 
to the defense of the perspective of the ordinary human being. The common 
sense philosopher Thomas Reid figures prominently in these discussions, as, 
on occasion, does Aquinas. In this tradition of philosophy of religion, openness 
to the transcendent is woven into the fabric of ordinary human experience. 
The revival of philosophy of religion is not limited to analytic philosophy; it is 
now a burgeoning field within Continental philosophy as well.!5 As divergent 
as these two approaches are, they share a certain diffidence, in some cases 
hostility, toward metaphysics. Analytic thinkers generally suppose that ordi- 
nary language, without the intervention of metaphysics, has sufficient re- 
sources for philosophers to examine religion; whereas Continental philoso- 
phers, still under the influence of Heidegger and Derrida, continue their 
project of overcoming or deconstructing metaphysics as a kind of idol. It is 
perhaps not too much of a generalization to say that in both analytic and 
Continental circles, metaphysics is often set against practice, the practice of 
ordinary speech in analytic contexts and ethical or religious practice in Conti- 
nental conversations. 


Aquinas, Ethics, and Philosophy of Religion 


The present study is an attempt to reopen the question of the relationship 
of metaphysics and practice, although not always in a manner that would 
please Murdoch or contemporary philosophers of religion.?? The focus is on 
the relationship of metaphysics to practice or on metaphysics itself as a form of 
practice and particularly on the articulation of that relationship in the writings 
of Thomas Aquinas.?! In the opening half of the book, I examine the recovery 
of practice in ethics and epistemology and suggest ways in which contempo- 
rary conversations already border on metaphysics; indeed, a number of ques- 
tions in ethics and epistemology point in the direction of what Elizabeth 
Anscombe calls "philosophical psychology" and thus toward metaphysics. 
Aquinas already figures in many of these conversations. I attempt to develop 
further the possible contributions of Aquinas to the contemporary recovery of 
virtue and practice. In the second half of the book, I consider metaphysics 
itself and how it might be seen as integrated into practice or as constituting a 
practice. Here it will be important to see the multiple ways in which meta- 
physics functions in Aquinas: first, as culminating inquiry of philosophical 
discourse, which begins and ends in wonder; and second, as a subordinate 
science within theology, where it provides a vocabulary that the theologian 
reworks in order to stress the journey of the human soul to God, a journey that 
must be especially wary of the various temptations to idolatry, particularly to 
forms of conceptual idolatry to which philosophers are especially prone. 

If the opening section takes its bearings primarily, although certainly not 
exclusively, from contemporary debates in analytic philosophy, the subsequent 
section is informed largely by debates in contemporary Continental philosophy 
of religion, particularly those prompted by Jean-Luc Marion’s writings on 
metaphysics, idolatry, and the divine.?? At the center of Marion’s writings is a 
highly suggestive, if controversial, argument for the overcoming of metaphysics 
by a certain sort of praxis, the praxis of praise, rooted in receptivity to the Gift.? 
Objections, some of which Aquinas would share, to Marion’s project have 
focused on its ethical implications, on whether his elevation of “confused 
bedazzlement" does not undermine the possibility of ethical discourse. I pro- 
pose a modified account of the relationship between metaphysics and ethics, 
wherein the metaphysics of the Gift is complemented by the practice of what 
Alasdair MacIntyre, following Aquinas, calls “just generosity" (misericordia). 

As both Marion and MacIntyre note, Aquinas works out of an inherited 
tradition of philosophical and theological reflection, one that had much to say 
about metaphysics and practice. Although the influences on Aquinas’s thought 
are numerous, there is no question that on the topic of the relationship of 
metaphysics to practice or even on the nature of practice itself, Thomas is 
preoccupied with a set of difficulties, knots, problems (aporiae) that he inherits 
from the texts of Aristotle. Before turning to contemporary debates and Aqui- 
nas’s place within them, it might help to have a sense of these questions as 
Aquinas sees them in the texts of Aristotle.?* The primacy of practice in Aris- 
totle’s early discussion of the good life in the Ethics is evident in his frequent 
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claim that the virtues are inculcated in the same way as skills in crafts, that is, by 
repetitious action. It is, Aristotle insists, “by doing just acts that the just man is 
produced,” not by taking “refuge in theory.”” Practice, in the broad sense of 
engaging in a related and organized set of activities with the goal of inculcating 
appropriate skills or virtues, is pervasively operative in Aristotle and Aquinas, 
who repeatedly compare the development of ethical virtue to the way novices 
become skilled in various crafts. The contemporary philosopher most associ- 
ated with practice as a framework for ethical life and theory is Alasdair MacIn- 
tyre. In After Virtue, he defines a “practice” as 


any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative human 
activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in 
the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are 
appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the 
result that human powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of 
the ends and goods involved, are systematically extended.?¢ 


In his reading of Aristotle and Aquinas, MacIntyre focuses on the pervasive use 
each thinker makes of craft analogies. He observes that “to become adept in a 
craft... , one has to learn how to apply” a distinction “between what as activity 
or product merely seems good to me and what really is good, a distinction 
always applied retrospectively as part of learning from one’s earlier mistakes 
and surpassing one’s earlier limitations." The notion of craft pedagogy as 
moving the initiate from an imperfect and distorted understanding to greater 
understanding involves active engagement with the practices internal to the 
craft under the tutelage of a master of the craft. Yet the standards of excellence 
internal to the craft are “rarely fixed once and for all.” A craft in good order 
would bear the history of the development of its practices to this point in time; 
it would be an “embodied tradition.” The more complex the practice or set of 
practices in which one is engaged, the greater the need for a historical sense, 
“an ability to recognize in the past what is and what is not a guide to the 
future.”?8 [n the course of inquiring not just about the proper ordering of and 
participation in a single craft but in a number of crafts or practices or inquiries, 
each individual and community will encounter a series of questions about the 
integration and ordering of the practices. Individuals face questions regarding 
the unity of their lives, while communities face issues concerning the complex 
ways in which their practices embody the common good. According to MacIn- 
tyre, these questions will be both theoretical and practical: “There is . . . no 
form of philosophical enquiry . . . that is not practical in its implications, just as 
there is no practical enquiry that is not philosophical in its presuppositions."7? 
We shall have occasion, as we proceed in our study, to tease out and examine 
critically MacIntyre's rather compressed assertions about virtue, practice, tra- 
dition, and the relationship between theory and practice. For now, it suffices to 
note their significance. 

In his distance from metaphysics, MacIntyre is typical of contemporary 
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philosophers, especially those committed to a revival of the primacy of prac- 
tice.?? Once again, we confront the supposition of a dichotomy between meta- 
physics or the life of theoria or contemplatio and phronesis or prudentia. Yet the 
relationship between these two might be said to constitute the central and 
unifying theme in Aristotle’s philosophy. In his discussion in the Politics of the 
best regime, Aristotle returns to the central topic of the Ethics, the “most 
eligible way of life,” and argues against those who dismiss contemplation. They 
do so on the assumption that “he who does nothing cannot do well.” Aristotle 
concurs that we should not elevate “inactivity above action, for happiness is 
activity.”*! He proceeds to argue that contemplation is “practical” in the sense 
that it involves activities or practices. 

Following Aristotle, Aquinas defines contemplation as an activity—indeed, 
as the highest type of activity. What is little noticed is that Aquinas’s depiction of 
contemplation as an activity entails (a) that speculative activities must be 
conceived in terms of practices involving a set of virtues, and (b) that as one 
activity among many others in which human beings engage, speculative ac- 
tivities must be integrated by prudential judgment into other activities. Another 
way to put this is to say that the entirety of human life, each of the activities in 
which human beings engage, falls under the direction and command of pru- 
dence. Of course, prudence will be informed by, and in certain cases be 
ordered to, the teachings and practices of theory. But theory cannot directly 
determine action. 

The similarities and tensions between theory and practice emerge even in 
Aristotle’s various discussions of the sapiential task of ordering disciplines, 
inquiries, and activities. In the opening of the Metaphysics, Aristotle argues 
that first philosophy, or metaphysics, is the highest part of philosophy because 
it pursues knowledge of the highest principles and causes, knowledge to which 
all other inquiries are ordered.” In the opening of the Ethics, he describes 
politics as the architectonic art because it falls to politics to order all human 
activities to the end or good of the entire community.” While maintaining a 
distinction between theoretical and practical activities of the intellect, Aquinas 
frames his entire discussion of the good life in terms of the craft analogy, which 
highlights the communal pursuit of excellences embedded within practices. 
Among all arts and inquiries, wisdom is the one that orders other arts to the 
human good.?* The prominence and preeminence of this way of framing the 
question of the human good means that practice, at least in one important 
sense, is more fundamental than theory. If theoretical contemplation is to be 
considered the highest activity, it will be so only in light of a conception of 
excellence internal to the notion of practice. 

Of course, how we are to construe the relationship between metaphysics 
and practice depends crucially on how we understand practice and meta- 
physics. We have offered some introductory observations about practice, but 
what of metaphysics? As Stanley Rosen observes, any informed attempt to 
answer the question “What is metaphysics?” will quickly “dissolve into endless 
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historical analyses” of the “many different types of metaphysics.” We can “say 
nothing serious" about metaphysics “unless we engage in it” ourselves.?? Or, as 
Voegelin puts it, “By the time the would-be critic [of metaphysics] has pene- 
trated the meaning of metaphysics with sufficient thoroughness to make his 
criticism weighty, he will have become a metaphysician himself. The attack 
on metaphysics can be undertaken with a good conscience only from the safe 
distance of imperfect knowledge.”*® How does Aquinas understand and prac- 
tice metaphysics?*” 

Metaphysics, for Aquinas, can be described in a number of ways, the 
initial formulations of which appear in Aristotle. First, metaphysics is the study 
of being, or more precisely, of ens inquantum ens, the common yet concrete 
inquiry to the attributes of everything that is, insofar as it is. Metaphysics is one 
science among many; it does not supplant the particular sciences such as 
physics, the study of the soul, or mathematics. But it does offer an inquiry, 
never directly pursued in any of the particular sciences, of what is common to, 
and presupposed in, the specific sciences. How do we know there is such a 
science beyond the others? That is a serious, contested question even within 
the text of Aristotle himself, who repeatedly speaks of the "science we are 
seeking." One foundational sign that there is such a science is that, in the 
midst of some other inquiries such as physics or the study of the principles of 
animate life, Aristotle proves the existence of activities, faculties, and beings 
whose natures are not reducible to matter. But the scope of the other sciences 
never exceeds material composites of matter and form. As Aristotle bluntly 
puts it in the Metaphysics, if there were no immaterial entities, physics would 
be first philosophy.** Since there are such entities, there is the possibility of 
another science of being, more universal than physics, which studies the at- 
tributes accruing to all things, material and nonmaterial, and their ultimate 
principles and causes. In this way, metaphysics is a comprehensive science. Yet 
it does not operate at a higher level of abstraction; indeed, mathematics and 
logic are more abstract than is metaphysics. 

Second, metaphysics is called first philosophy, an ordering that indicates 
the priority of metaphysics to all the other sciences. But this is not a temporal 
priority. Instead, it signifies a priority in the order of being or the nature of 
things. According to the dialectical realism of Aquinas and Aristotle, what is 
first in the order of learning or discovery is last in the order of being. We move 
from effects to causes; we begin from what is most obvious to us and proceed to 
that which is first in the order of being. Although in specific sciences, say 
geometry or physics, we begin from principles that are first with respect to that 
science, we do not yet have in our possession the fundamental principles of all 
being. Metaphysics offers a dialectical examination of these principles; it can- 
not offer demonstrative proofs of those things underlying all proof. But it does 
move from these most common principles in search of the highest and most 
fundamental causes of all things. 

Third, metaphysics is called divine science, or theology, because it reaches 
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separate substances and ultimately the unmoved mover, called God, as princi- 
ple and cause of the whole. Lest we think Aquinas or Aristotle guilty of onto- 
theology, the offense of idolatrously englobing God within metaphysics, of 
including God within the same scale of discourse as that of creatures, we should 
note immediately that God is not part of the subject matter of metaphysics. God 
enters into metaphysics only indirectly and in its culminating moment, not as 
part of its proper subject matter, but as cause or source of the subject matter. 
Although there are analogies between things in the universe and God, Aristotle 
stresses the gap between the two and repeatedly, in his reflection on the divine 
life, comments on how our attempt to think about that life inspires wonder in 
us. Metaphysics thus begins and ends in wonder, an avowal of human igno- 
rance about the highest things. In that sense, the quest for foundations remains 
unfulfilled. In his engagement of philosophy, Aquinas highlights both the 
achievements and limitations of philosophical discourse about the highest 
things; in fact, the limitations are most evident and most deeply felt precisely at 
the moment of its greatest achievement, knowledge of God. 

For Aquinas, this presents the possibility of a theological engagement of 
Aristotle, since philosophy is aware of that which exceeds its comprehension; 
indeed, the very telos of its inquiry escapes its grasp. Metaphysics, which 
embodies the natural longing (the human eros) for truth and beauty, can thus 
be brought into conversation with that which transcends it. Theology, in turn, 
can make use of metaphysics in its own inquiries, just as all higher sciences 
deploy resources from lower sciences in their investigations. There is an im- 
portant distinction here. On the one hand, we have a theological moment 
within metaphysics—its final moment, which reaches God as unmoved mover 
and final cause of all motion in the universe. On the other, we have metaphys- 
ical theology, which operates not within metaphysics but within the ambit of 
revealed theology. For Aquinas, theology, which has under its purview all 
things in relation to God, is an even higher mode of inquiry than that of 
metaphysics. Its superiority is evident not just in the capaciousness of what it 
studies but also in its mode of operation in human beings. Unlike speculative 
metaphysics, which aims exclusively at knowledge, theology aims both at 
knowledge and action, since its goal is the perfection of the human agent in 
relation to the highest good, union with God.*? 

For Aquinas, then, ethics, the quest for the good life for human beings, is a 
guide into metaphysics; conversely, metaphysics, at least as it operates within 
theological practice, is itself a guide to ethics, since it involves a participation 
in the life of the exemplary cause of the whole. 

The inclusion of practice as well as theory within the scope of theology 
has little to do with a new pragmatism or some sort of Christian utilitarianism; 
instead, it arises from the very nature of theological discourse as a participation 
in, and reflection of, God's own knowledge. “Sacred doctrine,” Aquinas writes, 
"comprehends both" theory and practice, "just as God, in the same knowl- 
edge, knows both Himself and what He does." The implicit use of the Platonic 
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language of divine exemplarity and participation becomes explicit and expan- 
sive in other parts of his theology. Taking note of the presence of such 
language helps to correct a common misunderstanding of metaphysics as 
practiced by Aquinas. Such a misconception is present, for example, in the 
writings of Eric Voegelin, who accuses Aquinas of substituting an ossified set of 
categories and propositions (metaphysics) for the rich empirical experience of 
a participation in the mystery of being (myth).*! At least as practiced by the 
believer, metaphysics is among a number of activities, including preaching 
and disputation, that arise from a surplus of contemplation, a surplus that 
always exceeds our ability to articulate it in speech. Theology thus reminds the 
philosopher of what she is always in danger of forgetting in her aspiration for 
intellectual self-sufficiency, namely, that the exercise of reason is itself a gift, a 
participation in an antecedent order of being whose source is a Being who 
creates from nothing. 

The thorough integration of theory and practice, contemplation and ac- 
tion, can be seen in Aquinas's discussion of the role of teaching in the life of 
Christian wisdom. For Aquinas, teaching arises from a surplus of contempla- 
tion, as a htting gift in response to the apprehension that knowledge itself is a 
gift. The motto of the Dominican Order, to which Thomas belonged, is con- 
templata aliis tradere, "to hand on to others things contemplated." The accent 
is less upon self-sufficiency than upon dependency, less upon vision than upon 
hearing, and less upon autonomous possession than upon receptive humility. 
Pedagogy once again comes to the fore. In his commentary on Aristotle's 
Metaphysics, Aquinas remarks that the animals who have hearing are “teach- 
able." They can “accustom themselves to do or avoid something by the instruc- 
tion of another: for such instruction takes place chiefly through hearing." If 
for Aristotle the ability to teach is a sign of the presence of wisdom, for Aquinas 
the wise not only can but must teach, in an act of pious gratitude for what they 
received through hearing the Word of the divine teacher. Thus do the wise 
take on a public role of proclamation and instruction unknown to Aristotle. 

This case is made in ample detail in one of Aquinas’s earliest works, his 
Inaugural Sermons (1256), where he reaches back through Augustine to the 
Roman rhetorical tradition, according to which the gift of speech aims “to 
teach, to delight, and to change." ? Aquinas advocates a public role for the 
teacher of wisdom, a Roman unity of sapientia et eloquentia. But both Roman 
and Greek models undergo decisive alteration in the context of Christian 
revelation. The human pursuit of wisdom, an aspiration for a kind of autono- 
mous possession of wisdom thatascends in words and thoughts to the first cause 
and ultimate good, is subject to a dramatic reversal. The Word through whom 
the whole is made abides as Exemplar of the entire created universe, which is 
now understood as a series of signs and images pointing beyond itself to its 
source. Wisdom is not so much an achievement as a receptivity, not so much a 
property of the philosopher as a participation in that which exceeds all human 
fathoming. He proceeds to discuss the transforming and instructing power of 
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the Word of God, whose ministers must themselves be transformed into the 
wisdom of Christ. Such a teacher must first ask for the gift of wisdom by 
speaking to God in prayer; only then can one teach others: “Illumined by the 
first beams of divine wisdom,” the “holy teachers . . . receive the splendour."** 
This reception of wisdom is a gift that can be sustained only by continued 
participation in the life of the Civer: "Ihe teachers do not communicate 
wisdom except as ministers. Hence the fruit. . . is not attributed to them but to 
the divine works."^^ In this way, the life of wisdom is a matter of consciously and 
freely becoming a work of divine art. The spiritual life involves mimetic prac- 
tice, the participation in, and imitation of, the divine life. The “practice of 
theology," as Torrell describes it, is “an education in the spiritual life.”* 


Virtue and Practice 


Over the last thirty years, perhaps the most striking alteration in the land- 
scape of Anglo-American philosophy has occurred in the field of ethics, where 
the ethics of virtue or character is now taken as seriously as Kantian and 
utilitarian ethics. Just as there are divisions and branches within those fields of 
ethics, so too there is an array of different versions in virtue ethics. Indeed, it is 
difficult to say exactly what virtue ethics is. The problem is not simply the wide 
variety of positions now located under the generic title virtue ethics; rather, it 
has to do with the way many of those who work on the topic of virtue gloss over 
the question of what precisely distinguishes virtue ethics from its rivals. 

In one of the rare attempts to define virtue ethics, David Solomon suggests 
that there are two ways in which virtue surfaces in contemporary ethics.! First, 
moral philosophers have shifted some of their attention from abstract concepts 
like “right,” “good,” and “ought” to more concrete and descriptive terms, such 
as “courageous,” “temperate,” and “sensitive.” Second, it is now generally 
agreed that any comprehensive ethical or political theory must include some 
account of virtue. But neither of these ways of discussing virtue poses much of 
a threat to the dominant twentieth-century theories of ethics, namely, Kantian 
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and utilitarian theories. According to Solomon, virtue ethics becomes interest- 
ing only when it is construed as an independent and normative account of 
ethics. By contrast with its chief competitors, a normative virtue theory would 
treat the assessment of character and the virtues and vices constitutive of 
character as more fundamental than either the assessment of action and duty, 
which is basic in Kantian deontology, or the assessment of the value of the 
consequences of action, which is basic in utilitarianism. Thus understood, 
virtue ethics would have the task of developing and defending (a) some con- 
ception of the ideal person, (b) some list of the virtues necessary to become a 
person of that type, and (c) some view of how persons can come to possess the 
relevant virtues. 

Solomon worries that without an articulation and defense of its distinctive 
features, virtue ethics will end up succumbing to its rivals. Thus, he is con- 
cerned to expose what he calls the “subordinating strategies” of Kantians and 
utilitarians who wish to embrace some of the insights of virtue ethics but 
subsume these within their own, allegedly more comprehensive, theories. 
Each of these attempts, Solomon holds, fails to give virtue its due. 

But how we are to give virtue its due is a matter of tremendous debate, 
even among those in the virtue camp. Solomon’s focus on what differentiates 
virtue ethics from its rivals suggests an avenue of entry into contemporary 
virtue ethics; indeed, widespread dissatisfaction with the two dominant ethical 
theories of the twentieth century precipitated the original turn to virtue in 
Anglo-American philosophy. To speak with introductory brevity, I would say 
that what virtue ethics principally objects to in twentieth-century ethics— 
indeed, in the most influential strains of ethics since the seventeenth century 
—is the forgetfulness of prudence, its necessity, its nature and scope, and its 
relationship to a host of other virtues. One of the early and enduring accom- 
plishments of virtue ethics is to have rescued prudence from the clutches of 
Kantians and utilitarians, who see prudence merely as a clever, calculative 
skill for securing self-interest or maximizing desired ends.? 

Instead of prudential assessment, decision procedures come to the fore in 
modern ethics. Two impulses motivate the aspiration for a system of morality 
characterized by impersonality, objectivity, and universality: first, a desire to 
construct a model of justice founded on notions of impartiality and equality; 
and second, a desire to mimic in morality and politics the rational methods of 
the sciences. What the decision-procedure model obscures from view are the 
concrete conditions of practice and the virtues of perception, articulation, and 
judgment necessary even to apply the decision procedure. In recent years, 
philosophical ethics has focused increasingly on the perspective of the vir- 
tuous agent. In recoiling from procedural accounts of justice and highlighting 
the limits of objective impartiality, virtue ethics leaves itself open to counter- 
attack. Critics of virtue ethics counter the thesis of the limits of justice with 
their own accusation concerning the limits of virtue.’ 


Virtue and Practice 


Practice, Prudence, and Precepts 


The central concerns, themes, and argumentative moves in late-twentieth- 
century virtue ethics often prompt a return to premodern authors such as 
Aristotle and Aquinas. In the mid-twentieth century and at the same time that 
Murdoch was blazing new paths in Anglo-American ethics, the German Tho- 
mist Josef Pieper began a series of investigations in the cardinal and theological 
virtues. His writings on the virtues, found in a variety of his works but especially 
in his collections entitled The Four Cardinal Virtues and Faith, Hope, Love, 
predate the Anglo-American rehabilitation of virtue and anticipate many of the 
central tenets of virtue ethics.t He too focuses on the need to rehabilitate 
prudence as a corrective. Echoing Garrigou-Lagrange’s complaint that theolo- 
gians had exercised a "quasi-suppression of the treatise on prudence,” Pieper 
argues that a retrieval of prudence is necessary for an authentically Catholic 
understanding of the ethical life. The casuistical moral theology of the day, with 
its onerous list of prohibitions, had become a “science of sins instead of a 
doctrine of virtues, or ofa theory of the Christian idea of man."? The corrective 
has especially to do with a reassertion of the primacy of prudence: “The first of 
the cardinal virtues is not only the quintessence of ethical maturity, but in so 
being is also the quintessence of moral freedom."$ 

Tracing the attraction of casuistry to the understandable but misplaced 
desire for “certainty and security,” Pieper holds that to overvalue casuistry is to 
“confound model and reality” and to misunderstand the “meaning and rank of 
the virtue of prudence." Casuistical guidelines can “never take hold of a real 
and whole ‘here and now’ for the reason that only a person really engaged in 
decision experiences (or least can experience) the concrete situation with its 
need for concrete action. . . . The guarantee of the goodness of concrete 
human action is given solely by the virtue of prudence." The virtue of practi- 
cal wisdom, prudence, is possessed only by the mature and experienced char- 
acter who has the capacity to discern, deliberate, and judge of concrete singu- 
lars. A chief obstacle to recovering prudence is that we now tend to identify the 
prudent person with the "clever tactician" who devises stratagems to "shun 
danger" and “avoid commitment."? In fact, Aquinas would call this astutia, or 
cunning, the false prudence of the vicious. Since practical reasoning is either 
assisted or impeded by the passions that sensible singulars arouse in us, pru- 
dence requires the proper education and transformation of the passions by the 
moral virtues. 

Thus does Pieper make a claim for the primacy of the virtues in Aquinas 
and for the recovery of virtue ethics as a salutary corrective to both academic 
and popular (mis)conceptions of morality. But Pieper's Aquinas offers more 
than this; it offers a corrective and supplement to contemporary virtue ethics 
itself, which has failed to be sufficiently ambitious, systematic, and compre- 
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hensive in its reflections on ethics. It still lacks what Elizabeth Anscombe 
called for in her famous essay, namely, an “adequate moral psychology.” Paral- 
lel to this deficiency is an increasingly embarrassing gap on the question of 
justice as a virtue.!° As we shall see in the course of our examination of the 
achievements of, and limitations to, contemporary virtue ethics, Aquinas’s 
account of justice is capable not just of filling an egregious gap but also of 
providing a distinctive philosophical psychology. 

Most discussions of the history of twentieth-century moral philosophy 
trace the return of virtue to Elizabeth Anscombe’s essay from the late 1950s, 
"Modern Moral Philosophy."!! In her apocalyptic attack on Kantian and util- 
itarian ethical theories, Anscombe criticized contemporary moral philosophy 
for its incoherent conceptions of obligation, its lack of terminological clarity, 
and the absence of an adequate philosophical psychology. Given the state of 
ethical discourse, she concluded that we should “banish ethics totally from our 
minds.” She hinted, but only hinted, at the possibility that an adequate moral 
philosophy might be resurrected from Aristotle, a suggestion that was to be 
enthusiastically embraced by later proponents of virtue, most notably by Al- 
asdair MacIntyre in his influential After Virtue. !? 

MacIntyre’s name has become synonymous with virtue ethics. Yet in 
many ways his views are atypical of contemporary virtue ethics, since his 
advocacy of virtue is tied up with his wholesale rejection of modernity and with 
the thesis that the Enlightenment generates an emotivism that makes all too 
convincing Nietzsche’s interpretation of moral language as the covert expres- 
sion of the will to power. In the pivotal chapter in After Virtue, “Nietzsche or 
Aristotle?” MacIntyre argues that only something like Aristotle’s conception of 
the virtues can withstand Nietzsche’s critique. As idiosyncratic as MacIntyre's 
history of ethics may be, his dissatisfaction with the dominant modern ethical 
theories is widely shared by the most interesting and influential proponents of 
virtue ethics. Just what went wrong in twentieth-century ethics? 

Joel Kupperman puts it this way in his book Character: 


A great deal of ethical philosophy of the last two hundred years looks both 
oversimple and overintellectualized . . . philosophers have treated morality 
as if each of us is a computer which needs a program for deciding moral 


questions. . . . Ethics . . . in this view is at work only at those discrete 
moments when an input is registered and the moral decision-procedure is 
applied.! 


Kupperman addresses three problems with the decision-procedure model of 
ethics. First, the “decision-procedure is parasitic upon a classification scheme 
of features of the world that we are supposed to treat as salient.” Input is never 
neutral or completely obvious; to know what is salient, relevant, significant in 
our experience requires capacities of perception and articulation that the 
decision procedure itself cannot provide. Kupperman appeals to the inelimi- 
nable role of the agent’s sensitivity to the concrete situation. The ability to 
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apply a decision procedure presupposes moral education and experience. This 
involves more than merely intellectual skills; it involves the cultivation of 
certain passions, not only that we might feel appropriate pleasure and pain in 
the face of virtue and vice, but also that we might be led by appropriate 
emotions to see actions and situations with greater sympathy and acumen. On 
this account, passions and emotions play an epistemological role in ethics. It 
also involves the formation and expansion of our imaginative capacities. Kup- 
perman here provides his own version of Aristotle’s warning at the outset of the 
Ethics that moral philosophy will profit only those who have already been well 
brought up and who already possess the starting points of ethics. Such an 
education inculcates an increasing realization of the inexhaustible richness of 
moral experience. “Where virtue is concerned,” Murdoch writes, “we often 
apprehend more than we clearly understand and grow by looking."! 

Second, even given such a classification scheme, the decision procedure 
is notoriously indeterminate in the results it yields. Consider, for example, the 
interminable debates over whether Kantian universalization does or does not 
rule out suicide, lying, or theft. In the case of utilitarianism, critics are fond of 
arguing that the maximization of happiness can be used to justify patently 
heinous acts like the murder or torture of the innocent. Of course, utilitarians 
offer clever rebuttals, arguing that the calculus need not result in the justifica- 
tion of such acts. The real problem is that the calculus seems to necessitate no 
specific course of action whatsoever. From the perspective of virtue ethics, the 
indeterminacy of Kantian and utilitarian decision procedures is instructive. It 
shows how misguided is the attempt to model practice on theory. The indeter- 
minacy of applied ethical theories tells us something important about the 
nature of moral agency and the limits to ethical theory. As Amelie Rorty 
observes, “The more practical an ethical theory, the more it reflects the sorts of 
difficulties that virtuous agents have, and the more clearly it locates and 
explains our failures. Ethical theories designed to be practical and action- 
guiding cannot be expected to provide salvation where none is to be had." ° 

Third, the decision procedure is "oriented toward single decisions, viewed 
as disconnected from other decisions, in a way which ignores or slights the 
moral importance of continuity of commitment."!6 This objection touches 
upon the atomism of the decision-procedure model; sometimes this atomism 
is exhibited in a fascination with so-called moral dilemmas, as if morality were 
peripheral to ordinary life, coming into play only in unusual moments of 
conflict and confusion. Atomism also presupposes that acts and agents are 
intelligible in abstraction from contexts. To this, philosophers such as Mur- 
doch oppose a notion of cultivated “attention,” the ability to see what is salient 
in circumstances and act accordingly, an ability formed over time. 


If we see what the work of attention is like, how continuously it goes on, and 
how imperceptibly it builds up structures of value round about us, we shall 
not be surprised that at crucial moments of choice most of the business of 
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choosing is already over. This does not imply that we are not free, certainly 
not. But it implies that the exercise of our freedom is a small piecemeal 
business which goes on all the time and not a grandiose leaping about 
unimpeded at important moments. The moral life, on this view, is some- 
thing that goes on continually, not something that is switched off in be- 
tween the occurrence of explicit moral choices." 


Here Murdoch calls to mind premodern conceptions of human agency, espe- 
cially of human freedom. Aristotle and Aquinas, for example, depict human 
agents as already immersed in a world, as always already pursuing goods, as 
simultaneously influenced by and further articulating conceptions of the good. 

As has often been noted, Aristotle has no term equivalent to our modern 
notion of freedom. Some medievals and many moderns locate our capacity for 
freedom in the will, but Aristotle has only the notion of desiring reason or 
reasoning desire. Freedom thus consists in a rational openness to goods, in the 
capacity to deliberate about means to ends. On this view, we are moved by 
objects, not cut off from them in a state of detached indifference. The predict- 
able objection can be put thus: How does the movement of the will by reason's 
apprehension of the objectavoid determinism? Aquinas responds, "If any good 
thing is found not to be good according to all the particulars in it, it will not 
necessarily move to the determination of the act. Someone will be able to will 
its opposite."!* Only in the case where a single mean is the sole possible way of 
realizing the end must we choose that mean. But even here it is possible for us to 
reconsider the fittingness of the end in light of some more ultimate end. 
Thomas comments: “It happens that what is an end with respect to some things 
is itself ordered to another end, just as what is the principle in one demonstra- 
tion is the conclusion from another. What is taken as an end in one investiga- 
tion can be a means in another and thus there can be counsel about it.”!° 

In an effort to make clear certain features of Aquinas’s view of human 
freedom, John Jenkins distinguishes between synchronic and diachronic con- 
ceptions of free, voluntary choice. The synchronic view holds that "S volun- 
tarily chooses A only if S could have done otherwise at t." Jenkins rightly notes 
that Aquinas, following Aristotle closely, rejects this view. “The Aristotelian 
view of free will is diachronic, for whether or not a choice is free depends not 
only on what is true of the subject at the moment of choice, but also on what 
was true in the past; it depends upon his past actions, which brought about his 
dispositions, which in turn brought about his present character"? The danger 
of this view is not just that it seems to despair of the possibility of moral change 
but also that it seems to defer the ground of moral responsibility into an ever- 
receding past, a sort of infinite regress of free choice. For at any moment, our 
actions generally and characteristically flow from the character we possess at 
that time. Both Aristotle and Aquinas want to hold that the formation of our 
current character is the result of an accumulation of past actions, actions for 
which we are responsible. Thus, we are somehow the causes of the way the 
good appears to us. But if we can run it backward in this way, we must also be 
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able to run free choice forward, in the present and beyond. That is to say, 
Aquinas wants to avoid the notion that any given act is completely determined 
by antecedent character. Except in extreme cases, we do not lose complete 
control over our actions, although we cannot alter our character in the direc- 
tion of virtue by a mere effort of will on one or two occasions. But this is not to 
say that the effort of will has no role to play. Here Aquinas may be more 
optimistic and less conservative than either Murdoch or Aristotle, since as a 
Christian he believes in the possibility of a source of moral transformation 
unknown to the pagans, namely, grace. But he is nota voluntarist even here. In 
cases where grace transforms the soul, it is not the case that this is the result ofa 
merely human act of will, but of God altering the entire soul so that it comes, 
not just to will, but to behold and love the good in ways it hitherto could not. 

Character accounts for the importance of continuity of commitment in 
ways that a decision procedure cannot, since it demands that we focus on 
agents over time and in a variety of settings.?! A related problem with Kantian 
and utilitarian ethical theories is that even where they find an important role 
for virtue, say, in utilitarian benevolence or Kantian self-control, they seem to 
reduce the multiplicity of virtues operative in human life to one overriding 
virtue. This calls to mind Anscombe’s charge against the impoverished vocab- 
ulary of “modern moral philosophy.” Her modest proposal is that instead of 
identifying a bad act as “against the moral law or morally wrong,” we should at 
least “name a genus,” such as untruthful or unchaste. Again, we confront in 
the dominant modern ethical theories a penchant for reductionism, appropri- 
ate perhaps to the sciences but gravely misleading in ethical matters.?? 

According to virtue theorists, the basic flaw in an exclusively rule-based 
system is that it is too far removed from the concrete circumstance of action, 
from actual practice.” It relies too heavily on a deductive model of reason that 
begins and ends in universals. The deductive model disregards the distinctive 
object and term of practical reasoning: the concrete, singular action. Between 
universal and singular, the perception and judgment of the agent must inter- 
vene in decisive, non-rule-governed ways. The agent must be able to discern 
what is salient in the circumstance, and this involves not only measuring this 
experience against previous experiences (hence the crucial role of memory in 
prudence) but also an awareness of what is novel and of how to interpret that 
novelty. If rules are to be brought to bear on the singular, the agent must judge 
which rules are relevant and, if there are multiple rules, apparently in conflict, 
the agent must decide which rules apply and how. If we are to invoke further 
rules to cover the interpretation of ambiguous cases or cases where relevant 
rules seem to conflict, we invite an infinite regress of rules and moral paralysis. 
Moreover, the casuistical model replaces the virtues of perception, delibera- 
tion, and judgment (which can be possessed and exercised only by an individ- 
ual agent) with an abstract decision procedure. All of this appears to make the 
agent superfluous and the irreducibly singular action merely an instantiation 
of a universal.?* 
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Of course, Aquinas himself describes ethical reasoning—or at least an 
important portion of it—in deductive terms, for example, in his discussion of 
the derivation of human law from natural law (ST, I-I, 95, 2). As we shall soon 
see in our discussion of justice, Aquinas’s integration of virtue with law or 
precept puts him in a position to respond to certain pressing objections to 
virtue ethics. What is needed now is to see how he introduces law into what is 
fundamentally an ethics of virtue; indeed, the very structure of Aquinas’s 
greatest ethical work, the second part of the voluminous Summa Theologiae, 
indicates the primacy of virtue. Aquinas subdivides the second part into two 
sections, the first and shorter of which offers a general consideration of human 
action, while the second offers a detailed description of ethical matters. Only 
one segment of the first section focuses on law, while the entire structure of the 
second section is organized around the virtues. Law, as Aquinas puts it, is an 
extrinsic principle of human action, whereas virtue is intrinsic. Borrowing a 
motif from Aristotle, Aquinas stresses the pedagogy of law, which is for the sake 
of virtue. Unlike later legal voluntarists, Aquinas accentuates the law’s intel- 
ligibility. Law is a precept of reason, a rule or measure of human acts whose 
starting point is the ultimate end of human life, the good befitting rational 
animals. 

Aquinas finds an Aristotelian basis for introducing law into the heart of 
ethical reasoning. He notes that “practical reasoning makes use of a kind of 
syllogism in determining a course of action.” Thus, “there is something that 
stands in relation to actions as the proposition does to the conclusions in 
speculative reasoning.””° The first principle in speculative reason is the princi- 
ple of contradiction: the same thing cannot both be and not be at the same 
time and in the same respect. Assumed in all human discourse, the principle 
governs human reason and speech. Parallel to that speculative principle is the 
foundational precept of practice: “Good is to be done and pursued, and evil 
avoided.”’? Although he nowhere develops the point, Aquinas sometimes 
speaks of a hierarchy of precepts, with "do good, avoid evil" as the most 
common, with other intermediate precepts, such as prohibitions on murder or 
theft, falling beneath it. But except at the very top, where there is only one 
precept, it is never clear precisely which precepts reside at which levels or even 
how many levels there are, only that the various levels involve differing degrees 
of specificity. So, for example, when Aquinas speaks of the derivation of hu- 
man laws from the natural, he describes the derivation of the prohibition 
against killing from the more general precept that one ought not to harm 
anyone (ST, I-II, 95, 2). It is also evident that there could be even more 
proximate precepts specifying certain types of action as falling under the more 
general prohibition of murder. 

Although some commentators, such as John Finnis, speak of the missing 
intermediate precepts, there is no sense in Aquinas that we could fill in a 
deductive chain of reasoning from the most general precept all the way down 
to a particular action.” Indeed, it is hard to see how anything could be derived 
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demonstratively from the most common precept. Even in the order of specula- 
tive inquiry, the principle of contradiction governs human discourse, not by 
providing a starting point for demonstrations but by indicating the framework 
of intelligibility itself. Similarly, in the case of “do good, avoid evil,” other less 
universal precepts are not derived demonstratively from it. Headed in the 
other direction, that is, from the intermediates to the contingent singulars of 
action, Aquinas notes that the more particular conditions are introduced, the 
more likely it is thata common precept will fail (ST, I-II, 94, 4). He explains, 
“If in common matters there is a certain necessity, the more one descends to 
proper matters, the more a defect is found.””? Here he underscores the crucial 
limitations to the analogy between speculative and practical reasoning. 

If in one sense, we can speak of an activity of subsuming singulars under 
universals, say in the case of identifying this act as an act of murder, in another 
sense we can speak of the decisive activity of prudence as it is described in 
contemporary virtue ethics, that is, as a capacity of discernment, appraisal, and 
judgment of singulars in relation to proximate and more common precepts. 
For Aquinas, the inherent deficiencies in any deductive model of morality 
underscore the indispensable role for prudence even for natural law. The 
distinctive order of practice cannot be subsumed within that of theory. Al- 
though the law might aid our reasoning at various levels, it cannot itself pro- 
vide observations or judgments of salience in the singular, nor can it tell us 
decisively which precepts apply in which cases. Even where there is the pos- 
sibility of derivation of human laws from the natural law, Aquinas does not 
advocate anything like the abstract, context-free model of practical reasoning 
found in twentieth-century decision procedures. Instead, Aquinas insists that 
human laws must be framed according to the “various forms of government” 
and that the prudential legislator will tailor the laws to fit the customs of the 
society (ST, I-II, 95, 4). Custom, Aquinas writes, has the “force of law, abol- 
ishes law, and is the interpreter of law.”*° While not falling prey to legal 
relativism, Aquinas suggests that the way in which a people should be led to 
virtue will depend on antecedent customs, since “different things are expedi- 
ent to different conditions."?! Indeed, the manifestation or embodiment of the 
good will differ in different political regimes and according to the divergent 
configurations of custom within each society. Aquinas responds negatively to 
the question whether human law should repress all vice (ST, I-II, 96, 2). He 
argues that human law must forbid only the *most grievous vices," those that 
are most harmful to others. Through force and fear, it keeps the "audacity of 
the depraved in check" and thus “safeguards the innocent"? If it were to 
attempt to eradicate all vice, it may provoke greater, unanticipated evils. Even 
where it is concerned with promoting virtue, its focus is on those acts that are 
directly related to the preservation of the common good. While it may com- 
mand acts of all the virtues, it does not command all the acts of any of the 
virtues (ST, I-II, 96, 3), let alone all the acts of all the virtues. 

More strikingly, law cannot command that any act of virtue be performed 
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as the virtuous person would perform it. And this points up an important 
implication for the relationship oflaw to virtue. Although law aims at inculcat- 
ing virtue, it cannot enforce or make human beings virtuous. All it can do is to 
command the performance or avoidance of certain external acts. It cannot 
govern human intentions; nor can it insure that the act flows from a well- 
formed character. The truly virtuous choose the virtuous act for its own sake 
and from a fixed, virtuous character. The aim of the lawgiver, to make individ- 
uals virtuous, cannot itself fall under a precept. Hence, virtue itself exceeds the 
scope of law (ST, I-II, 96, 3). 

If law aims to inculcate that which it cannot supply, namely virtue, it also 
depends on virtue for its efficacy. In response to the question whether the 
precepts of the natural law can be abolished from the human heart, Aquinas 
distinguishes among the most general precepts, the secondary precepts, and 
particular actions. In the singular act, passion can of course derail the applica- 
tion of a precept by distracting the agent from what should be done. Although 
the most general precepts cannot be obliterated, our recognition of secondary 
or intermediate precepts as fundamental as the one against theft can, Aquinas 
observes, be adversely affected by “depraved customs and corrupt habits.”%* 
Without virtue, the precepts will not effect what they command. Under the 
influence of vice, moreover, human beings lose their awareness of the precepts 
as an inhuman forgetfulness takes hold of the soul. Aquinas can hardly be 
faulted for naive assumptions about legalistic ethics. 

Another way to express the concern among virtue ethicists about the 
decision-procedure model is in terms of the contrast between ethical and 
technical reasoning, in Aristotle’s terms between phronesis and techne. There 
are at least three issues here. First, for many, a legalistic ethic is too closely 
modeled on the practice of technical reasoning (techne) wherein an agent 
imposes an abstract form or plan upon raw matter. By contrast, practical rea- 
soning concerned with action (phronesis) has more to do with discerning what 
ought to be done in given circumstances. As we have just noted in Aquinas’s 
account of the role of the legislator, the art or techne of crafting laws is ul- 
timately subservient to the judgment of prudence, which must cooperate with, 
rather than utterly transform, the customs of society. Second, a disparity be- 
tween technical skills and ethical virtues emerges in Aristotle’s and Aquinas’s 
claim that intentional errors are culpable in the sphere of the ethical but not 
necessarily in that of the technical or even the artistic sphere. If a reputed 
pianist decides, on a whim, to sit at the piano and make noise, this does not 
make her any less of a musician. If, however, someone reputed for compassion 
decides, on a whim, not to rescue a toddler who wanders into traffic, we have 
serious reason to doubt her virtue. Ethical virtues differ from technical skills in 
that the former preclude the possibility of a gap between possession and ex- 
ercise. Third, an important contrast between Aristotle and classical utilitarian- 
ism is evident in the consideration of means-to-end relationship. Both identify 
the end as happiness, but in addition to disagreeing about the meaning of 
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happiness, they construe the means-to-end relationship differently. Utilitarian- 
ism has a technical or productive or merely instrumental understanding of the 
means-to-end relationship, the significance of which is captured by Alasdair 
MacIntyre: 


Each can be adequately characterized without reference to the other; and a 
number of quite different means may be employed to achieve one and the 
same end. But the exercise of the virtues is not in this sense a means to the 
end of the good for man . . . the exercise of the virtues is a necessary and 
central part of such a life, not a mere preparatory exercise to secure such a 
life. We thus cannot characterize the good for man adequately without 
already having made reference to the virtues.? 


We can put this point in terms already familiar to us, in terms of the 
primacy of prudence. The virtue of practical wisdom concerns the choice of 
appropriate means to good ends, but prudence itself cannot be exercised in the 
absence of the moral virtues, the proper formation of character. Hence, nei- 
ther end nor means can be construed or pursued apart from the good, appre- 


hended and desired. 


justice and the Limits of Virtue Ethics 


If contemporary virtue ethics has made impressive strides in the recovery 
of prudence and the revitalization of our understanding of practice, there still 
remains much work to be done in other areas of ethics. With the exception of 
prudence, analysis of specific virtues remains incomplete. The gap is espe- 
cially noteworthy on the topic of justice. Now, the neglect of justice is perhaps 
a predictable result of the recoiling among virtue ethicists from the decision- 
procedure model of practical reasoning. Much of the discussion of justice in 
modern ethical thought is, after all, procedural. The great success of virtue 
ethics consists in its recovery of a richer conception of human agency. The 
dominant modern ethical theories, which are, by turns, rationalist and volun- 
tarist, depict the human being as isolated, autonomous, and self-sufhicient—a 
hollow self inhabiting a disenchanted moral universe. However decadent 
these accounts might be, there are good reasons that their ancestors prevailed 
in the first place. At the root of the Kantian and utilitarian revolution is not just 
the allure of the scientific model of theoretical reasoning or even the promo- 
tion of negative freedom, but a conception of justice. Both the Kantian and the 
utilitarian accounts of ethics rest upon determinate accounts of justice, duty, 
impartiality, and giving to others what is due. There are many shortcomings to 
an excessive attention to justice, especially in the forms in which it appears in 
modern ethical thought. Yet to ignore justice does equal damage, if in a 
different direction, and leaves virtue ethics vulnerable to attack. 

Nowhere is this gap concerning justice more evident than in that segment 
of virtue ethics that overlaps with communitarian and feminist thought, whose 
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criticisms of procedural liberalism and its conception of justice bear striking 
resemblances to Kupperman’s critique of the decision-procedure model of 
moral reasoning. One thinks immediately in this context of Michael Sandel's 
hrst book, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice, which exposes the unencum- 
bered self, the “person wholly without character, without moral depth" that 
Rawls's model of justice as fairness both presupposes and fosters.** To this, 
Sandel contrasts the “person with character” who is always already implicated 
in history and community. Now, Sandel’s critique has had an enormous influ- 
ence in ethical and political theory, even among the followers of Rawls. What 
Sandel lacks is a rival theory of justice. On this topic, Sandel has nothing 
positive to say; he simply accepts the liberal conception and displays its limits, 
the way it exacts costs and distorts our vision of self and others. At the end of 
Liberalism and the Limits of Justice, Sandel suggests replacing Rawlsian justice 
with the classical conception of friendship.?6 Sandel’s apparent return to classi- 
cal political philosophy, particularly to Aristotle, is deceptive. Although Aris- 
totle’s account of justice is unintelligible apart from his treatment of friend- 
ship, he nowhere reduces justice to friendship. Indeed, justice is not necessary 
for friends, but it is necessary in the political order, where not all can be 
friends. The political order encompasses a plurality of individuals and com- 
munities and a complexity of practices, over all of which justice rules. 

Sandel’s strategy is operative in Annette Baier’s feminist critique of the 
hegemony of the ethics of obligation in modernity, which issues in an “abnor- 
mally coercive model” of human relationships as fundamentally contractual. 
Baier objects to this model as “symptomatic of the bad faith of liberal moder- 
nity.”>” Referring to Rawls’s assumption that in a liberal society we suppose that 
parents will love their children and that in time children will love their par- 
ents, she urges that liberalism presumes a cultural deposit of character about 
which it is at best inarticulate.** Its focus on morality as a “game of mutual 
mutually corrective threats” leaves out of consideration the “conditions for the 
survival of the practices it endorses.”*? The liberal shift to a coercive model in 
cases of conflict among equals tends to suppress the question why we should 
entrust certain individuals and groups with the power to enforce obligations. 
“The whole question of when moral pressure of various sorts, formative, refor- 
mative, and punitive, ought to be brought to bear by whom is subsumed under 
the question of whom to trust when and with what, and for what good rea- 
sons.”*° So it is not just that coercive liberal politics rests on a deposit of 
character about which it is silent and which its procedures may over time 
erode, but also that its very foundations are morally precarious. 

In another essay, entitled “The Need for More than Justice,” Baier enlists 
the ethics of care as a challenge to Western individualism, to the “fairly en- 
trenched belief in the possibility and desirability of each person pursuing his 
own good in his own way, constrained only by a minimal formal common 
good."*! Liberal justice neglects not only concern for those at the margins of 
society but also “an education that will form persons to be capable of conform- 


Virtue and Practice 


ing to an ethics of care and responsibility.” Even were we to grant these 
deficiencies in procedural conceptions of justice, it is unclear how either an 
Aristotelian model of friendship, something akin to which is operative in 
Sandel’s rival communitarian conception of the self, or the notion of trust 
could replace justice in the political order. Aristotle does indeed say that where 
friendship is present, justice is superfluous, but he has a lot to say about justice 
precisely because true friendships are so rare. Baier may well be correct about 
the limits and distortions of liberal justice, but it does not follow that an ethics 
of care provides a viable, comprehensive alternative. As Elenore Stump puts it, 
“Tf the value of caring for others is the fundamental ethical value, then it isn’t 
easy to explain why it is morally acceptable to withhold care for others in the 
interests of pursuing one’s own projects.” Without justice, the ethics of care 
alone can be too easily exploited.*? 

The opposition of care to justice is a contemporary one, and the sweeping 
indictment of the Western conception of justice will not withstand historical 
scrutiny. As MacIntyre has urged, there is not one doctrine of virtue but many. 
In specific accounts of the virtues as taught and lived, there is likely to be 
disagreement not only about the list of virtues, what is included and what 
excluded, but also about the rank and relative importance attached to particu- 
lar virtues. Even where the same virtue is cited in two contexts, there need not 
be agreement about the nature and function of the virtue.? In an attempt to 
disabuse analytic moral philosophers of the assumption that there is some- 
thing called the moral point of view or the standpoint of justice, MacIntyre 
argued in the sequel to After Virtue, entitled Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 
that there have been and are fundamentally different conceptions of justice. 
One need not adopt MacIntyre’s specific brand of historicism to see that 
accounts of the virtues differ. Of course, no one aims to present an idiosyn- 
cratic picture of the virtues. Classical and many modern philosophers strive to 
depict the virtues proper to human nature or at least of a shared human 
condition. But they do not reach an account of the virtues proper to human 
beings by filtering out what is controversial to arrive at a human condition 
accessible to anyone, anywhere, regardless of education or training. Even 
where there is an attempt to reach something like a least common denomina- 
tor, as in modern state of nature doctrines, the result is not consensus but 
strikingly different accounts of human nature and ethics, as is clear from a 
comparison of Hobbes and Rousseau. The goal is not to unveil the least 
common denominator in the human understanding of the good. Precisely 
because there are competing accounts of the virtues and because any generic 
account is misleadingly shallow, we must begin with a critique of misunder- 
standings of the virtue in question, misconceptions operative either within the 
current culture or within a rival philosophical school. 

As a way of highlighting the distinctive features of Aquinas's account of 
justice, it will help to begin with a consideration of certain contemporary 
objections to virtue ethics. In his essay “On Some Vices of Virtue Ethics,” 
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Robert Louden argues that all contemporary schools of normative ethics are 
“mononomic”; each is incomplete, providing only a part of what is needed.** 
This is a version of the reductionist objection to which we referred earlier. 
Since this is precisely the sort of charge that virtue ethicists are fond of aiming 
at Kantian and utilitarian theories, they may be surprised to find Louden 
turning the objection against them. Nonetheless, he urges that the “strong 
agent orientation” of virtue ethics leads to an exclusive focus on agents over 
acts. Louden contends that the question “What sort of person ought I to be?” 
cannot substitute for the question “What ought I to do?” Louden’s highlight 
ing of the latter question has to do not just with the issue of how we become 
virtuous, with what sort of acts we need to perform in order to inculcate 
desirable habits. It also has to do with a different sort of question, “What must I 
never do?" That is, it concerns what Louden calls "intolerable acts . . . certain 
types of action which produce harms of such magnitude that they destroy the 
bonds of the community and render (atleast temporarily) the achievement of 
moral goods impossible."^ But justice, according to Aquinas, stipulates that 
any number of types of action must never be performed precisely because they 
are destructive of the good of the other. 

Sometimes the objection against agent-centered ethics is formulated as an 
attack on eudaimonism, the thesis that all human action is motivated by the 
desire for the happiness of the agent, and hence, according to the critics, by 
self-interest. Even if Aristotle, the ancient progenitor of virtue ethics, does not 
neglect specific acts, the accusation of reductionism can be restated: even if 
acts are given their due, they are valuable only insofar as they are signs or 
manifestations of virtue, of the excellence of the agent." But such a criticism 
misses the mark in two important ways. First, it misconceives happiness as 
subjective satisfaction. Second, and more importantly for our current con- 
cerns, it neglects what Aristotle and Aquinas have to say about the virtue of 
justice. Neither of these philosophers collapses the goodness of acts, at least 
acts of justice, into that of the goodness of the agent. Some acts are intolerable 
because of the harm they do to others and because they thwart the fundamen- 
tal goods of political life. In fact, justice is distinguished from the other virtues 
in the nature of the mean. In contrast to the other moral virtues, where the 
mean is directly relative to the character of the agent, the “due” or mean of 
justice does not reside in the subjective disposition of the agent; it consists, 
rather, in the external act, in the harm or good done to the other. Unlike the 
moral virtues of temperance and fortitude that rightly order our passions, 
justice has to do with acts, not passions (ST, I-II, 58, 9). The mean is taken, 
not according to the standard of the virtuous person, but according to an 
objective mean, an arithmetical proportion between the “external thing and 
the external person.”*” He writes, 


It is proper to justice among all the virtues, to order man in those matters 
pertaining to his relation to others. For justice denotes a kind of equality . . . 
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and equality has to do with the relation of one man to another. The other 
virtues perfect man only in those things befitting him according to himself. 
What is right in the works of the other virtues, toward which the intention of 
the virtues bend as toward a proper object, has to do exclusively with a 
relation to the agent. What is right in the work of justice, beyond any 
reference to the agent, is constituted by a relation to others.** 


The capaciousness of the virtue of justice is clear from Aristotle’s claim that 
justice is “complete virtue in relation to another.” The political dimension of 
justice is clear from Aquinas's quotation from Cicero's De Officiis: “The pur- 
pose of justice is the association of men with one another, and the mainte- 
nance of the life of the community." *? Aquinas goes so far as to identify justice 
with the human good (iustitita est humanum bonum). Of the four cardinal 
virtues (fortitude, temperance, prudence, and justice), only the virtue of jus- 
tice is essentially related to others; both Aristotle and Aquinas call it the good of 
the other (bonum alterius). 

This is precisely where Aquinas's account of the common good must enter 
crucially into the discussion. As John Finnis nicely puts it, practical reason or 
prudence “directs one not only towards one’s own fulfillment but also to a set 
of wider wholes of which my fulfillment is in each case a constituent part: the 
common good of human fulfillment as such, and the common good of every 
community, group, and friendship that can be integrated into human fulfill- 
ment.” Since prudence serves the end of bringing order into all human 
affairs, it serves a variely of orders of the common good, which extend from 
families and local associations through the republic and on to the entire 
community of mankind. Aquinas responds to the objection that the reach 
of prudence does not extend beyond the determination of one's own good 
(bonum proprium) by saying that reason "judges that the common good is 
better than the good of one.”*! 

This is Aquinas's philosophical way of articulating the command to love 
one’s neighbor as oneself. Neighbor points, in every instantiation, to a relevant 
affinity (affinitas), each of which ultimately reposes on a common human 
nature. We ought, Aquinas reasons, “to treat every human being as neighbor 
and brother."*?? From this decidedly communal perspective, Aquinas speaks of 
the entirety of virtue as serving our proper relations with others: “Each man is 
ordered, one to another, by all the acts of the virtues"? The virtue of justice, 
accordingly, is a “constant and perpetual will to render to each his due"; true 
justice involves a “will to observe what is due to others in all times and 
circumstances."^* 

But, someone might be wondering at this point, how did we move from 
the claim that justice consists in external acts rather than in a subjective 
disposition to the claim that it involves constancy of will? In another passage 
Aquinas puts the contrast thus: "Something is called just, having the rectitude 
of justice, when it is the outcome of an act of justice, without regard to the way 
in which the agent performs the act. By contrast, nothing is deemed to be right 
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in the other virtues unless it is done by the agent in a certain way.”*? Now, to 
act in accord with a “constant and perpetual will” is certainly for the agent to 
do something “in a certain way.” So does justice refer to the agent or not? In 
the longish passage just quoted, Aquinas states a “thing is said to be just.” He 
refers to a “thing,” not an “agent.” The core meaning of justice is giving to 
another what she is due; its principal reference is to external acts, persons, and 
things, not to the agent. However, if we are to appraise an agent with regard to 
justice, we may say, if she performs just acts unwillingly and grudgingly, that 
she merely fulfills what is legally due to others. But we may hesitate to hold her 
up as a model of justice. By contrast, someone who with regularity and enthu- 
siasm performs just acts may be seen as a paragon of the virtue of justice. 
Unlike prudence, which resides in reason, or temperance and courage, which 
perfect the passions, justice resides in and perfects the will itself. Also germane 
here is the distinction between political and personal justice or between gen- 
eral and special justice. Political or general justice, the whole of virtue, as 
Aquinas sometimes calls it, has to do with external acts for the common good. 
Personal or special justice is a particular virtue among the four cardinal virtues, 
which is, like the other cardinal virtues, perfective of the agent. We can discern 
in Aquinas’s treatment of justice a parallel to the range of meanings or pur- 
poses that we saw operative in the account of the relationship of law to virtue. 
In its broadest and weakest sense, law is ordered to virtue only in that it forbids 
the most heinous vices; in a more narrow and stronger sense, law aims to aid in 
the inculcation of virtue. 

Given that the recovery of the inherently social and communal character 
of human action has accompanied the revival of virtue, the neglect of the 
virtue of justice is surprising. Of course, this conception of justice as securing 
what is due to others cannot be fully codified in terms of abstract and ahistori- 
cal procedures. Instead, it involves attention to the range and hierarchy of the 
goods operative in the community and, in light of those goods, a prudential 
assessment of who merits what. Hence, any conception of purely procedural 
justice must on this view be woefully deficient. This is not, however, to say that 
procedures, rules, or laws are alien to justice; on the contrary, justice encom- 
passes these as well and would be ineffective without them. Consider, for 
example, the analysis of theft and private property. Basing his argument on 
both Politics I.1 and the first chapter of Genesis, Aquinas holds that the “pos- 
session of external things is natural to human beings."^9 He offers three reasons 
that individuals should be lawfully permitted to “procure and dispose of exter- 
nal things.” The individual possession of external things incites human beings 
to “greater diligence” in labor; such a manner of dispersing property is more 
orderly and less confusing than a situation where all is held in common; and 
finally, the private possession of property curbs the quarrels that arise when all 
belong to all (ST H-II, 66, 2). We should notice both how pragmatic are these 
arguments and how clearly they are subordinate to the common good. Follow- 
ing Aristotle, Aquinas holds that the common good of a political order is a 
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union of an irreducible multiplicity of goods. In this case, the multiplication 
and dispersal of the private possession of property fosters the common good 
more efficaciously than would the common ownership of property. There is, it 
should also be observed, no absolute or unlimited right to private property—a 
point Aquinas drives home when he proceeds to argue that the private “use” of 
property is reasonably limited by the needs of others. 

The rich, he writes, should be “ready to share.” Although the prohibition 
against theft is a universal negative precept not admitting of exceptions, “in 
cases of necessity” it is permissible to take from the surplus of another. Is 
Aquinas here inconsistently allowing for exceptions on behalf of the poor? Not 
at all. His claim is much stronger than that. In cases of necessity, taking what 
one needs from another’s surplus should not even be described as an act of 
theft, justifiable or otherwise. While the prohibition against theft is universal, 
the legitimate claim to private property is not. It is limited by reference to the 
common good. “According to the natural order established by divine provi- 
dence," Aquinas explains, 


inferior things should subserve the needs of men. . . . So whatever someone 
possesses in superabundance is by natural right owed to the poor for their 
sustenance. . . . Since many endure need and not all can receive assistance 
from the same source, the dispensing of his own property is entrusted to the 
discretion of each, so that out of it he may support the needy. If, however, 
there is a need so urgent and so palpable that it must be met instantly by 
means readily available . . . , anyone can lawfully supply his own need from 
the property of another by taking from it either openly or in secret. Nor 
would this act properly be described as theft or robbery." 


The best ways to encourage or require the more fortunate to aid the less 
fortunate would depend largely on the preexisting customs and legal traditions 
of a society. No abstract rule could be supplied in advance. The instructive 
implication of the method and content of Aquinas’s teaching on property is that 
both the social engineering so popular on the left and the dogmatic appeal to a 
natural right to private property on the right rest on misleading abstractions. 


Paradoxes of Justice: Ontological Generosity and 
the Illusion of Self-Sufficiency 


If virtue ethicists were to devote greater attention to the virtue of justice, at 
least as Aquinas understands it, they would be in a better position to respond to 
other objections to virtue theory. It is sometimes argued, for example, that 
virtue theory is insufficiently social and other-oriented and that virtue theory is 
trapped in an idealized vision of self-sufficiency. Sometimes this objection 
takes aim at the eudaimonism of traditional virtue theory, a tradition that 
assumes the fundamental drive of human life is happiness and that the task of 
ethical theory is to determine which set of activities or character traits are 
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constitutive of human happiness. At other times, the objection attacks the 
classical assumption that the good life is a self-sufficient life. Jerome Schnee- 
wind, for example, underscores the neediness and dependency of human 
beings and asserts that modern legal theories, in contrast to virtue theories, 
remind us of the *basic needs we share, and the difficulties, inherent in our 
nature, to overcoming them."^5 

We have already seen that, according to the basic precepts of justice, 
certain kinds of harm to others must always be avoided. To the most funda- 
mental prohibitions on murder, theft, and adultery, Aquinas adds prohibitions 
on lying, since truthfulness is necessary for the preservation of society and is 
thus a precept of justice. To arrive at an adequate account of justice, we would 
also have to include a set of virtues, including gratitude, liberality, affability, 
and mercy, virtues that in some cases specify and in others supplement justice. 
Affability, for example, is the virtue of “behaving toward all,” even strangers, 
"in a fitting way."? Affability fulfills neither a legal debt nor a debt from a favor 
received, the latter of which is fulfilled by the virtue of gratitude. Moreover, 
affability falls short of perfect friendship; hence, it does not exhibit the inti- 
macy appropriate to perfect friendship. Still, because of our common human- 
ity, we are “every man’s friend,” even strangers.9? 

Yet precisely because of its accentuation of friendship, Aquinas's entire 
conception of justice comes under fire for allegedly failing to appreciate the 
otherness or separateness of persons. This of course takes us back to tensions in 
Aristotle's conception of friendship. On the one hand, friendship is based in 
self-love, and the friend is described as another self, who enhances one’s 
experience and one's happiness. On the other hand, the mark of true friend- 
ship is said to be the love of the friend for his or her own sake, not as an 
instrument of one's pleasure or utility. In fact, self-interested desire is antitheti- 
cal, not just to friendship, but to the very practice of virtue, which requires, in 
the words of Pieper, an "informed and receptive silence of the subject before 
the truth of real things.” This in turn demands “a youthful spirit of brave trust 
and...a reckless tossing away of anxious self-preservation. . . How utterly, 
therefore, the virtue of prudence is dependent upon the constant readiness to 
ignore the self, the limberness of real humility and objectivity?"6! 

Perhaps the best way to clarify the role of friendship in Aquinas's account 
of justice and its allied virtues is to make use of that most Thomistic of doc- 
trines: analogy. In friendship, the self-other relationship is neither univocal nor 
equivocal, but analogous. If it were univocal, involving a redundant sameness, 
Aquinas would indeed be open to the charge of obscuring from view the 
distinction and separateness of persons. If it were equivocal—that is, if the 
other were regarded as radically other—then it is hard to see how an other 
could be at all intelligible to us, what would count as an appropriate response 
to the other, or even why an encounter with the other should be construed as 
significant. MacIntyre suggests that, while the more that obvious “limitations 
and blindnesses of merely self-interested desire" have received a great deal of 
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attention, the more that subtle and more elusive cognitive and moral deficien- 
cies of “blandly generalized benevolence” have received considerably less 
attention. He explains, 


What such benevolence presents us with is a generalized Other—one 
whose only relationship to us is to provide an occasion for the exercise of 
our benevolence, so can reassure ourselves about our own good will—in 
place of those particular others with whom we must learn to share common 
goods, and participate in ongoing relationships. 


MaclIntyre's reading of Aquinas on self and other attends to the ways in 
which Aquinas's account of the human good involves a serious revision of 
Aristotle on self-sufficiency. Consider in this context the virtue of liberality, a 
mean between prodigality and covetousness, which concerns the proper stew- 
ardship of excess riches.9 Aquinas takes this initial description of liberality from 
Aristotle but then goes well beyond Aristotle; in fact, Aquinas’s account seems in 
an important respect at odds with that of Aristotle. Whereas Aristotle thinks of 
liberality as flowing from the clearly superior position of the generous person, 
Aquinas takes aim directly at the illusion of self-sufficiency. Indeed, he depicts 
prodigality, the vice most destructive of liberality, as eroding the virtue of 
justice. For prodigality is not just wastefulness but spending money on the flesh, 
which leads one to take no pleasure in virtue. In the treatment of covetousness, 
the inordinate love of possessing, Aquinas refers to its daughters, or offspring, 
which are treachery, fraud, falsehood, perjury, violence, restlessness, and insen- 
sibility to mercy. Nearly all the vices bred by covetousness assault justice. One 
of the daughters, insensibility to mercy, erodes our ability to see and respond 
appropriately to others in need. The root of this vice is a hardening of the heart 
such that we are not moved to assist the needy. Aquinas’s explication of mercy 
takes direct aim at a certain conception of self-sufficiency. While conceding 
thata passion cannot bea virtue, Aquinas insists that the feeling of sorrow that is 
part of mercy is nota vice or defect. In his statement that friendliness involves 
“consoling a friend,”® Aristotle provides a partial anticipation of Paul's injunc- 
tion that we should “rejoice with the joyful and weep with the sorrowful.” 
Aquinas contends further that “to repute oneself happy” and invulnerable to 
suffering is a result of the vice of pride, whose false sense of justice is actually a 
form of scorn.® By contrast, the wise who have fallen into misery are more 
merciful. The proudly self-sufficient disown any connection between them- 
selves and those who suffer; yet this is an illusion, a failure to see themselves as at 
least always potentially in the very position of the needy and suffering other. 

MacIntyre's rival account of justice rests on a renewed appreciation, de- 
rived from reflection on the thought of Aquinas, of the biological conditions of 
human action. In the Preface to Dependent Rational Animals, he admits that 
he was wrong to have repudiated Aristotle’s “metaphysical biology.” No ac- 
count of the moral life “can be adequate that does not explain . . . how that 
form of life is possible for beings who are biologically constituted as we are, by 
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providing us with an account of our development towards and into that form of 
life.” Such development, of course, has “as its starting point our initial animal 
condition,” but that initial condition perdures in many respects throughout the 
life of human beings. Attendant upon that embodied, animal condition is a set 
of vulnerabilities and disabilities, to which we are actually or potentially sub- 
ject throughout the duration of our lives.9? 

Central to MacIntyre's appropriation of Aquinas's understanding of depen- 
dence is an account of "just generosity," MacIntyre's way of translating what 
Aquinas calls misericordia. The salient characteristics of relationships informed 
by just generosity are “communal relationships that engage our affections." 
They extend beyond the long-term relationships of the members of a commu- 
nity to include relationships of hospitality to strangers and exclude strict propor- 
tionality in giving and receiving. MacIntyre notes that for Aquinas, “extreme 
and urgent necessity on the part of another in itself provides a stronger reason 
for action than even claims based upon the closest of familial ties."9* Out of 
these Thomistic theses, MacIntyre develops an account of the appropriate 
response to those at the margins of human society and human life, those who 
suffer from “afflictions of disfigurement and disability."9? On this interpreta- 
tion, the link between self and others, especially those others whom liberal 
society is increasingly tempted to exclude from the human community, is 
rooted in a conception of human dependence, a recognition of the many ways 
in which each of us has been, is, and will be dependent on others. A community 
organized around the virtues of acknowledged dependence will be not just a 
place where "children and the disabled are objects of care and attention." It will 
also be a community in which 


those who are no longer children recognize in children what they once 
were, that those who are not yet disabled by age recognize in the old what 
they are moving towards becoming, and that those who are not ill or injured 
recognize in the ill and injured what they often have been and will be and 
always may be. It matters also that these recognitions are not a source of fear. 
For such recognitions are a condition of adequate awareness of both the 
common needs and the common goods that are served by networks of 
giving and receiving and by the virtues, both of independence and of ac- 
knowledged dependence"? 


Only in a community dedicated to the practice of these virtues can individuals 
learn “to assume the other's point of view.” ! 

The nesting of justice within a host of other virtues evinces the precise 
scope and limits of justice. If Aquinas fails to reduce our needs to a short list, he 
does underscore our neediness in other, more pronounced ways. Moreover, 
the modern account described by Schneewind embodies its own conception 
of self-sufficiency, since it tends to view individuals as isolated from one an- 
other, lacking any common vision of their good, and primarily needing others 
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in an instrumental fashion. The contractual model of justice presupposes a 
clean slate, where debits and credits emerge only after we have entered into 
the contract. On Aquinas’s view, by contrast, many of our debts are incurred 
prior to and without our conscious consent. At the heart of the Thomistic 
account of justice is the paradox of debts that cannot be fully repaid. Pieper 
writes, “The just man, who . . . realizes that his very being is a gift, and that he is 
heavily indebted before God and man, is also the man willing to give where 
there is no strict obligation. He will be willing to give another man something 
no one can compel him to give"? 

How different the Thomistic conception of justice is from its modern rivals 
is clear from its inclusion of the virtues of religion and piety, whose scope 
extends beyond debts to God to those owed to country and family, under its 
purview. This is an affront not only to our sense of the separation of religion 
from politics but also to the common supposition that an obligation is some- 
thing that can be fully repaid. What is due to God, country, or family often 
cannot be repaid, however, at least not fully. Rather than neat procedures and a 
clear reckoning of debits and credits, at the heart of justice is the paradox of 
debts that cannot be repaid. Justice thus underscores its own limits. The Tho- 
mistic conception of justice points to the necessity of a host of allied virtues like 
gratitude, liberality, and hospitality, even as it eclipses contemporary divisions— 
divisions between proceduralism and communitarianism, universalism and 
particularism, and procedural justice and the ethics of care or friendship.” 

Justice also presupposes that, and spells out the ways in which “morality is 
attached to the substance of the world,” as Iris Murdoch puts it. The “elimina- 
tion of metaphysics from ethics" is, for Murdoch, one of the chief causes of the 
deprivation of human agency in modern ethics. As she notes, this picture runs 
directly contrary to the ordinary beliefs of most human beings, who think of 
morality as “continuous with some sort of larger structure of reality, whether 
this be a religious structure, or a social or historical one.”’* This is the meta- 
physical background or foundation to MacIntyre's account of the philosophi- 
cal anthropology exhibited in the practice of "just generosity." The meta- 
physics and the anthropology provide precisely what Murdoch calls for, 
namely, a fleshing out of the larger context within which a specific account of 
morality is intelligible. Borrowing from the title of one of MacIntyre's previous 
books, we might say that the questions to which he partially responds in 
Dependent Rational Animals and upon which we need to focus more exten- 
sively are Whose justice? and Which metaphysics? 

Noting that one of his sources is Cicero, MacIntyre insists that Aquinas's 
teaching on misericordia is a properly philosophical teaching. But of course 
Aquinas takes up the philosophical understanding of that natural virtue and 
infuses it with a number of metaphysical and theological claims. Indeed, the 
guiding metaphysical assumption is what Norris Clarke calls “ontological 
generosity." He writes, 
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The real beings in our universe go out of themselves in action for two 
reasons: one, because they are poor, in that as limited and imperfect they 
are seeking completion of themselves from other beings; two, because they 
are rich, in that they actually exist and so possess some degree of actual 
perfection and have an intrinsic tendency to share this in some way with 
others. Why this should, in fact, be so is, or should indeed be, a source of 
wonder for the metaphysician. Without it, of course, there would be no 
universe. But it seems the ultimate reason is that it is the very nature of God 
himself to be selfcommunicative love, and since all other real beings are in 
some way images, participating in the divine goodness, they all bear the 
mark within them, according to the nature of each, of this divine attribute.”° 


Behind the account of virtues of dependent animal rationality is a meta- 
physics of participation and a theological teaching on the internal life of God 
as self-communicative love. The same teaching, though much neglected, pro- 
vides the foundation for Aquinas’s account of the natural law, which he defines 
as “the participation of the rational creature in the eternal law.”’® Indeed, 
Aquinas locates the entire discussion of law under the purview of divine provi- 
dence. The accent on participation is evident from the definition itself; the 
Trinitarian foundation is less palpable, until one asks in what sense the eternal 
law, which is identified as the divine reason itself, is a law. That is to say, how is 
it promulgated? Aquinas responds, “Promulgation occurs through word and 
writing; in both ways, the eternal law is promulgated, because the divine word 
is eternal and the writing of the Book of Life is eternal.””” 


Self-Implicating Knowledge 


The Practice of Intellectual Virtue 


In a teaching derived from Augustine, Aquinas identifies curiositas as a 
vice afflicting human cognitional activity. The vice consists in an inordinate or 
disordered desire for knowledge, particularly an obsession with information 
and minutiae that fails to nourish the intellectual and moral life of the individ- 
ual. The countervailing virtue is studiositas, a rightly ordered application of 
the intellect to the search for knowledge. In the analysis of the vices and virtues 
of the intellect, we find a little-known point of intersection for Aquinas be- 
tween ethics and epistemology. In developing the notion of an ethical moni- 
toring of our cognitive activities, Aquinas draws mostly upon Christian rather 
than pagan sources and elevates the significance of virtues perfecting the will, 
which governs the “use” of our intellectual faculties. As he puts it, “A virtue 
that perfects the will such as justice or charity confers the good use of the 
speculative habits."! Aquinas thus opens up a rich avenue of inquiry concern- 
ing our practice of intellectual virtue. 

The success of contemporary virtue ethics, its return to the concrete 
conditions of ethical practice, raises the question of the scope of virtuous 
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practice. Can we conceive of the full range of our activities, including intellec- 
tual activities, as practices, involving a host of relevant virtues? Something like 
an affirmative response to this query has been advanced in recent years by 
virtue epistemologists. Indeed, recent debates in the field of epistemology 
are isomorphic to late-twentieth-century disputes in ethics. The dominant 
twentieth-century models of epistemology stress isolated acts of knowledge, 
seek a quantitative maximization of true propositions through the following of 
reliable rules of belief formation, and focus more on avoiding blame in one’s 
cognitive activities than on “achieving moral praiseworthiness.” By contrast, 
contemporary virtue epistemology stresses the interconnectedness and con- 
tinuity of our cognitive states, the importance of habits of inquiry; it focuses 
more on the quality of the things known than on the mere assembling of a set 
of true propositions; and it eschews the notion that knowledge or understand- 
ing or wisdom could be fully rule-governed. 

In place of using bizarre and barren examples to tease out skeptical issues, 
virtue epistemology would return us to the cognitive practices embedded 
within ordinary life and to the examples of cognitive excellence to which we 
find ourselves attracted in those who have a reputation for prudence or wis- 
dom. It would also bring to the fore comprehensive and synthetic intellectual 
virtues such as understanding and wisdom. Of course, just as there is an 
irreducible plurality of the conceptions and ranking of virtues, so too with 
understanding and wisdom. Rich accounts of cognitive excellence would im- 
plicitly contain claims about what human nature is and what in the real order 
is more or less worthy of our intellectual effort and emotional investment.” 

The parallels between discussions in virtue ethics and those in epistemol- 
ogy are most evident in the debates over externalism and internalism as ac- 
counts of the justification of acts of knowing. Virtue epistemology brings its 
distinctive contribution into that discussion just as it has in the debates in 
twentieth-century ethical theory. So we shall begin with the state of the ques- 
tion regarding externalism and internalism and with whether Aquinas’s take 
on intellectual virtue can be neatly aligned with either camp. Second, we will 
consider to what extent the focus in virtue epistemology on the discovery of 
knowledge opens up neglected features of Aquinas’s own account of knowl- 
edge. Third, we will examine what is perhaps the most fruitful point of contact 
between contemporary epistemology and Aquinas: the defense, in a certain 
influential strain of contemporary philosophy of religion, of realism and the 
reasonableness of faith. Here, we will examine the way in which virtue episte- 
mology can help recover a sense of agency for acts of human knowing, of the 
way the pursuit of knowledge can be conceived as a practice, a practice that is 
peculiarly “selfimplicating.” Finally, we will consider whether certain moves 
in virtue epistemology entail an implicit metaphysical horizon. 


Self-Implicating Knowledge 


Externalism, Internalism, and Aquinas 


In the introduction to his study of contemporary epistemology, Alvin 
Plantinga asserts that the "ahistoricism" of analytic philosophy has proven an 
impediment to progress in epistemology; what we need, he urges, is "history 
and hermeneutics.? In its turning to history, epistemology is beginning to 
resemble recent ethical theory, which has readily availed itself of the history of 
philosophy as a means of enriching its discourse and circumventing seemingly 
insoluble debates. There are other similarities between contemporary episte- 
mology and recent ethical theory. The standard division in contemporary 
epistemology pits internalism against externalism.* The former demands that 
individuals have cognitive access to (all) the justifying conditions of their belief 
and that the belief be formed in accord with appropriate rules? The latter 
drops the requirement of internal access but demands that a belief be formed 
by a process that is reliably aimed at the production of truth. Internalism's 
accentuation of epistemic rights and duties calls to mind ethical deontology, 
while the externalist emphasis on the production of true beliefs is akin to 
moral consequentialism. Lately, virtue epistemology has emerged to counter 
the two dominant theories of knowledge, just as virtue ethics arose as an 
alternative to deontology and utilitarianism.$ 

There is little consensus, however, about where we should locate the most 
influential figures in the history of philosophy along the spectrum of contem- 
porary positions." Descartes, who thought all knowledge needed to be justified 
by reference to, and grounded in, clear and distinct ideas, is often cited as a 
paradigmatic internalist; while Thomas Reid, who thought such a project 
quixotic and instead grounded knowledge in the reliable operation of fac- 
ulties, is often classified as an externalist. Beyond this, there is ample room 
for dispute, especially when one turns to premodern thinkers. The theory of 
knowledge of Thomas Aquinas, for example, has been called internalist, exter- 
nalist, and, most recently, virtue theory. In what follows, I want to consider the 
strengths and weaknesses of each of these interpretations of Aquinas. Since any 
attempt to understand past thinkers in terms of current categories risks comic 
anachronism, we will have to spend some time clarifying each thesis in rela- 
tionship to Aquinas. It turns out that none of the theories meshes neatly with 
Aquinas’s position and that all are likely to overlook important features of his 
account. 

Part of the problem is that the meanings of internalism and externalism 
are fluid. John Greco provides a useful catalogue of the most prominent 
senses. He first sets out the “standard” uses. Concerning the “accessibility of 
the criteria for justification or warrant to the consciousness of the believer,” 
internalism requires that all criteria be accessible, while externalism denies 
this and holds that some are not.? A less standard distinction has internalism 
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insisting that some of the criteria are accessible, and externalism holding that 
none are. The standard view contrasts a strong internalism with a weak exter- 
nalism, while the less standard comparison is between a weak internalism and 
a strong externalism. In light of these criteria, where should we locate Aqui- 
nas? Given the complexity of Aquinas’s position, it seems impossible that his 
account of knowledge should conform to an extreme version of either internal- 
ism or externalism. So according to the first, so-called standard use of the 
terms, Aquinas is an externalist, while on the second use, he is an internalist. 
This will have to suffice as an initial statement of my thesis. 

Some recent work purporting to be Thomistic illustrates how strong the 
grip of the internalist model can be. I am thinking of Scott MacDonald' piece 
on Aquinas’s “Theory of Knowledge,” in The Cambridge Companion to Aqui- 
nas, wherein Thomas is simply conflated with Cartesian internalism.? Mac- 
Donald simplifies Thomas’s entire theory of knowledge to the thesis that, to 
possess a scientia, one must have access to its starting points, the first principles 
of the scientia. While noting that Aquinas allows for the application of the term 
“knowledge” and its cognates to cognitive states, including states regarding 
sensible singulars, that fall short of the paradigm of scientia, MacDonald 
nonetheless insists that Aquinas is an epistemic internalist of the strong Carte- 
sian sort.'? He appeals to Aquinas’s claim that human beings not only know but 
also know that they know, and to the depiction of intellectus, which supplies us 
with first principles, as a kind of seeing or insight into relevant data. 

MacDonald seems to think that Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics, which de- 
cisively informs Thomas's account of scientia and intellectus, is but an antic- 
ipation of Descartes’s Rules for the Direction of the Mind." The logic of 
Aristotle's Analytics does treat of the way of proceeding common to all the 
sciences—indeed, to all knowing. Even in that work, however, we do not find 
any attempt to restrict "knowledge" to a univocal set of criteria. Although it 
focuses on the most rigorous mode of knowing, to which we have our best 
access in the field of geometry, it allows for the sorts of demonstration found in 
physics, metaphysics, and ethics. The sciences are related only analogically; 
they have distinct subject matters, modes of defining and proceeding. The 
principles of the syllogisms appropriate to various sciences are not identical 
because the "genera of things are diverse." 

As Thomas puts it in his commentary, “the common principles are re- 
ceived in the various demonstrative sciences according to analogy, that is, in so 
far as they are proportioned to that science."'? Thomas follows Aristotle’s teach- 
ing in the opening of the De Anima, where he notes that the question “What is 
it?” recurs in all fields of inquiry. ?^ The same question is, however, answered in 
quite different ways in different subject matters. To desire the same kind of 
knowledge or the same degree of certitude in each discipline is to wish to 
distort the peculiar objects of knowledge and their appropriate spheres of 
inquiry: “The way of manifesting the truth in any science ought to be con- 
gruent to its subject matter.” Moreover, “The same certitude is not able to be 
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found nor is it required in all inquiries.”'* Aristotle does not, finally, conflate 
certitude with desirability: where there is a gap between these two, we prefer 
the more noble objects to the less noble even though we have less certitude in 
the former. Compare these qualifications with Descartes's assertions in the 
Rules for the Direction of the Mind that there is only one method and only one 
science and that the knowable is the certain.'^ 

Since internalism is intimately connected with anxieties about skepti- 
cism, MacDonald must show that, contrary to appearances, Aquinas has argu- 
ments ready to hand to defeat the skeptic. One of Thomas's purported re- 
sponses to the skeptic is to point "to cases in which we have certain and 
infallible cognition.”!® Of course, the sort of things Aquinas would point to are 
hardly likely to satisfy serious skeptics; the basic truths to which Aquinas might 
appeal are quite different from those to which Descartes turns in his founda- 
tionalist rejoinder to skepticism. Yet MacDonald presses the comparison with 
Descartes so far as to assert that Thomas’s response to “global skepticism” is the 
same as Descartes's, namely, that we have been made by a good God." That 
our knowledge of the existence ofa good God presupposes the reliability of our 
faculties does not seem to trouble MacDonald; nor does the fact that, accord- 
ing to Aquinas's understanding of philosophy, God is reached last, as the 
culmination of inquiry, not first, as its justifying ground. 

At the root of MacDonald's misreading of Aquinas are two difficulties: (a) 
a faulty supposition that Thomas's scientia can be rendered without loss into 
the contemporary analytic understanding of "knowledge," and (b) a failure to 
make explicit the precise meaning of the terms "externalism" and “internal- 
ism" in their application to Aquinas. The problem with the supposition of 
continuity between Aquinas and contemporary analytic philosophy is noted by 
John Greco, who observes that the chief characteristic of scientia, that of 
demonstrating conclusions from first principles, is completely foreign to ^what 
we mean by knowledge today,” which is, “very roughly, true belief that is both 
responsibly and reliably formed."!5 Another sort of anachronism arises from 
MacDonald’s failure to entertain the thought that Aquinas’s view might not 
mesh neatly with either a strong externalism or a strong internalism. Mac- 
Donald insists that “the reliabilist must hold not only that our belief-forming 
mechanisms are reliable but also that our justification for holding a given 
proposition consists in our belief's having been caused by a mechanism of that 
sort."!? Even if we grant to MacDonald the identification of externalism and 
reliabilism (as we shall see shortly, Plantinga's externalism is distinct from 
reliabilism), his interpretation is still implausible. The description of external- 
ism operative in the passage is that of the strong type, which allows for no 
internalist elements whatsoever. It makes sense to say that Aquinas's account of 
knowledge does not ht all the criteria of strong externalism, that it is not simply 
reducible to that view. It does not follow from this, however, that Aquinas is an 
internalist of the strong sort. Indeed, if we were to follow the standard division, 
we would have to call Aquinas an externalist.?° 
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MacDonald’s account thus leaves open the possibility that Aquinas is an 
externalist in a more modest sense. Perhaps the most powerful present-day 
version of externalism is that of Alvin Plantinga, who holds that a belief has 
warrant if it is “produced . . . by cognitive faculties that are working properly 
(functioning as they ought to, subject to no cognitive dysfunction) in a cogni- 
tive environment that is appropriate for my kinds of cognitive faculties."?! This 
view is externalist in the sense that it grounds warrant in the proper function- 
ing of the cognitive faculties of the agent. Plantinga traces the alternative, the 
internalist model, to the foundations of modern epistemology in Descartes 
and Locke and argues that the dominant premodern position was externalist. 
His two volumes on warrant attempt to resolve current debates in episte- 
mology by reviving a notion of proper function from Aristotle, Aquinas, and 
Thomas Reid. The notion of proper function is reminiscent of Aristotle’s 
conception of cognitive activity as perfective of the natural capacities of the 
human species. Plantinga’s externalist position enables him to resolve or at 
least dissolve all sorts of modern skeptical worries. He defends a kind of com- 
mon sense realism in response to skeptical worries over the external world and 
other minds. His decidedly anti-Cartesian approach to these issues is clearly 
closer to that of Aquinas and Aristotle than is the approach of MacDonald. 

Throughout his study, Plantinga notes similarities between epistemologi- 
cal and ethical models. Yet his view does not fit our initial association of 
externalism with consequentialism. That association works fairly well for the 
dominant form of externalism, namely, reliabilism. Plantinga objects to re- 
liabilism, however, precisely because one may reach true beliefs by processes 
that are only "accidentally reliable," and hence there will be no intrinsic link 
between the functioning of one's cognitive capacities and truth. The weakness 
of reliabilism resembles the problem with ethical consequentialism, which 
holds that the subjective condition of the character or intention of the agent is 
not directly relevant to the appraisal of an action as morally right; all that 
matters is that an action be productive of the most good. Plantinga's account of 
proper function requires more for warrant. 

While concurring with Plantinga's reservations about the dominant con- 
temporary models of knowing, Linda Zagzebski thinks that his theory does not 
go far enough in the direction of including motives and epistemic virtues as 
constitutive of warrant. She provides us with the most comprehensive and 
detailed account of how a theory of the virtues might be deployed in contem- 
porary epistemology. Her definition of a virtue as “a deep and enduring ac- 
quired excellence ofa person, involving a characteristic motivation to produce 
a certain desired end and reliable success in bringing about that end" fits 
neatly into neither an externalist nor an internalist position.?? Placing virtue at 
the heart of a theory of knowledge entails combining the externalist feature of 
a reliable process with an internalist emphasis on “motives and governing 
virtues." On the one hand, the danger with externalism is that it risks reducing 
understanding to a merely superficial grasp. On the other hand, the internalist 
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insistence on a univocal standard for appraising one's knowledge is reduc- 
tionistic. According to a virtue epistemology, knowledge is subordinate to wis- 
dom, a capacity to provide a non-rule-governed account of reality. Despite its 
similarities to internalism, the virtue approach allows for various motives and 
different standards, since its motives and standards are described as those that 
the virtuous person would adopt in a particular cognitive situation. In contrast, 
furthermore, to the tendencies in both contemporary epistemological camps 
to focus almost exclusively on the analysis of isolated propositions, virtue 
epistemology attends to the quality of the sorts of things one knows and to the 
range and integration of one's knowledge. 


Knowing Virtuously: Discovery and Pedagogy 


Perhaps the most eloquent statement of the role of intellectual virtue in our 
complex cognitive life is found in John Henry Newman’s Idea of a University: 


We know, not by a direct and simple vision, not at a glance, but, as it were, 
by piecemeal and accumulation, by a mental process, by going round an 
object, by the comparison, the combination, the mutual correction, the 
continual adaptation, of many partial notions, by the employment, con- 
centration, and joint action of many faculties and exercises of mind. Such a 
union and concert of the intellectual powers, such an enlargement and 
development, such a comprehensiveness, is necessarily a matter of training 
... of discipline and habit.? 


Newman here encapsulates an entire tradition of thinking about thinking, a 
tradition that can be traced back to Plato, Aristotle, and Aquinas. The problem 
with bringing Aristotle and Aquinas into conversation with contemporary vir- 
tue epistemology is that these premodern philosophers have little to say the- 
matically about the cognitive virtues governing the discovery of knowledge. 
Their focus is instead on organization and presentation of knowledge already 
discovered. Even here, however, one can sense a rhetorical concern with the 
conditions and nature of philosophical pedagogy. Although these philosophers 
highlight the importance of demonstrative reasoning, they also insist that 
demonstration presupposes dialectic, which is the path to the principles. And 
dialectic is not rule-governed. It involves the discrimination of what is salient 
in a variety of experiences, an ability to discern what sort of evidence is relevant 
and what is not, and a non-rule-governed sense of judgment about data and 
received opinions and theories. Moreover, wisdom involves a reflective ap- 
prehension of the interconnections among a variety of disciplines or inquiries. 
This is precisely one of the functions of metaphysics in the philosophical 
pedagogy of Aristotle and Aquinas. 

Dialectical reasoning involves what Martin Warner calls philosophical 
finesse, a term he borrows from Pascal.?* Warner shows that Pascal's approach 
echoes Aristotle's conception of dialectical inquiry, which sorts through re- 
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ceived opinions (endoxa), paradigmatic examples, and reasoned theories in an 
effort to arrive at the most adequate account of the subject matter in question. 
What Pascal counsels about the interpretation of scripture is pertinent to all 
fields of intellectual endeavor: 


A good portrait can only be made by reconciling all our contradictory 
features, and it is not enough to follow through a series of mutually compat- 
ible qualities without reconciling their opposites; to understand an author’s 
meaning all contradictory passages must be reconciled.” 


Of the sort of principles apprehended by finesse, Pascal writes, “They are in 
ordinary usage and available for all to see,” but they are “so delicate and so 
numerous that it takes a sense of great delicacy and precision to feel and judge 
correctly.”26 

The attempt to apprehend and account for complex and seemingly con- 
tradictory phenomena, which falls to Pascalian finesse and Aristotelian dialec- 
tic, is akin to what Gadamer calls the “art of questioning.””’ He explains, 


The art of questioning . . . is not an art in the sense that the Greeks speak of 
techne, nota craft that can be taught or by means of which we could master 
the discovery of truth. As the art of asking questions, dialectic proves its 
value because only the person who knows how to ask questions is able to 
persist in his questioning, which involves being able to preserve his orienta- 
tion toward openness. The art of questioning is the art of questioning ever 
further, i.e., the art of thinking. It is called dialectic because it is the art of 
conducting a real dialogue.?8 


There is a certain lack of clarity in Gadamer's simultaneous denial that ques- 
tioning is a techne or craft and his willingness to call it an art, since arts are 
crafts. What he seems to mean is that fruitful questioning is not a skill that can 
be purchased and deployed as a set of steps or rules leading to knowledge. Its 
artistry involves the transformation of the knower; it presupposes that one is 
already genuinely committed to the search for truth and that one is willing to 
enter into open-ended conversation with others. The art of questioning thus 
involves a host of virtues: the humble acknowledgment of what one does and 
does not understand; courage in the overcoming of obstacles to knowledge; 
temperance in the restraining of passions that can derail one's pursuit of 
knowledge; justice in a mutual accountability for what each interlocutor takes 
to be true; and an appreciation of the pursuit of knowledge as a common good 
shared by the interlocutors. As Gadamer puts it, “To reach an understanding in 
a dialogue is not merely a matter of putting oneself forward and successfully 
asserting one's own point of view, but being transformed into a communion in 
which we do not remain what we were."? 

While the ethical implications—indeed, presuppositions—of this concep- 
tion of dialogue are palpable, its metaphysical consequences may not be so 
clear. For now, it will suffice to point out the compatibility between Gadamer's 
dialogical ideal and a metaphysics of ontological generosity to which we al- 
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luded at the end of the previous chapter. Norris Clarke suggests that the most 
fruitful contemporary path into Aquinas's metaphysics is the experience of 
interpersonal dialogue, which involves conversation with "another real being 
. . . distinct from me" in a “common field of existence enveloping but tran- 
scending us both." Clarke explains, "This approach plunges us immediately 
into real being as a community of distinct but intercommunicating centers 
giving and receiving from each other across the bridge of selfexpressive action. 
In a word, it reveals to us that to be is to be together, actively present to 
each other.”*° 

As we shall see shortly, Aquinas explicitly affirms the ethical dimension to 
acts of knowing. Moreover, much of what Gadamer has to say about dialectic 
and dialogue is implicit in the very structure of Thomas texts, in the dialecti- 
cal pedagogy of his preferred mode of discourse, the disputed question. The 
literary genres of philosophical composition reflect the “forms of teaching” in 
the medieval university and are thus crucial to our understanding of the prac- 
tice of intellectual virtue in Aquinas. In a discussion of “scholastic intellectual 
practices,” Philipp Rosemann captures the significance of genre and forms of 
teaching: “The literary genre in which ideas are expressed is not an external 
garment, an element extrinsic to thought, but an important and intrinsic part 
of its formation. Our ideas are formed in their expression, and thus the mode 
and genre of this expression are essential to our understanding of thought.”*! 
As a number of commentators have observed, the disputed question—with a 
question followed by objections, a resolution of the question, and a response to 
the objections—has a dialectical structure to it. Indeed, it is a pale reflection, 
a snapshot, of the living practice of debate in the nascent universities of 
Thomas’s day. For many of these disputes, a master teacher would stand before 
a crowd of scholars and students, field a question, and offer an implicit thesis, 
objections to which could be introduced by any member of the audience. In 
fact, in some such public debates the list of objections had no predetermined 
limit. The disputed question, then, stands to the practice of public debate in 
the universities much in the way a Platonic dialogue stands to actual conversa- 
tions of Socrates. 

In his commentary on the first book of Aristotle’s Physics, Aquinas notes 
that Aristotle begins by sorting through the received opinions on the principles 
of natural things, how many and what they are. He eventually settles on matter, 
form, and privation as principles. Then Aristotle returns to a discussion of the 
inherited opinions, displaying what was true in them and what false, and, if 
they went astray, how and why they did so. Aquinas raises the question why, 
after having resolved the question, Aristotle returns to the now superseded 
opinions. Aquinas’s response is that, even where there has been a demonstra- 
tion of the truth, so long as questions endure, the intellect remains in suspense. 
The return to the inherited initiating opinions is essential to dialectical reason- 
ing, which aims to show not just that some opinions are true and others false, 
that some arguments are valid and others invalid. It aims to include, wherever 
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possible, the truth of rival positions. It also strives to inculcate intellectual 
virtues of discernment and judgment, a habit of perceiving where and why the 
intellect is most likely to go astray. 

Dialectical reasoning and a variety of intellectual virtues are operative not 
just on the way to the principles of a variety of inquiries but even in the midst of 
the sciences, in the continuing refinement in our understanding of precisely 
how principles function, what their scope and extension is, where they apply 
and where they do not. Zagzebksi’s more inclusive virtue epistemology thus 
comes closer than any other contemporary epistemology to capturing the 
complexities and nuances of Aquinas’s theory of knowledge. For Aquinas too, 
knowledge is spoken of in many ways. If we take scientia to be the chief sense 
of knowledge, then the most natural way to spell out Aquinas’s normative 
position on knowledge is in terms of the virtues. For scientia is the habit of 
demonstrating conclusions from first principles, principles apprehended by 
intellectus, the habitus principiorum: “Now a truth is subject to a twofold 
consideration—as known in itself and as known through another. What is 
known in itself is as a principle and is at once understood by the intellect." The 
habit that perfects the intellect in its apprehension of principles “is called 
understanding, which is the habit of principles. On the other hand, a truth 
known through another is understood by the intellect not at once but by 
means of the inquiry of reason."?? 

Even where Aquinas seems most internalist, as in his view that the starting 
points of the sciences are known in virtue of themselves, he is not a proto- 
Cartesian. The starting points of the various particular sciences do not provide 
presuppositionless and absolutely indubitable foundations for knowledge. Sci- 
ences cannot prove their own starting points, and Thomas sometimes speaks of 
these as being taken on trust and as being shown to be true in the discipline of 
metaphysics. Yet metaphysics is the last inquiry to be pursued by the philoso- 
pher: “What is last with respect to all human knowledge is known first and is 
chiefly knowable by nature.” This is the basis of what Cornelio Fabro has 
called Aquinas’s “dialectical realism,” based on the inverse relationship be- 
tween the orders of knowing and being? Although wisdom involves giving an 
account of the various grounds of one’s knowledge, such an account is not 
rule-governed or pellucid. The highest things, which are the principles of our 
knowledge, are simultaneously most knowable in themselves and least know- 
able to us. In metaphysics, we do not, then, reach a clear and distinct starting 
point for all of our knowledge. The culmination of metaphysics reaches God, 
the supreme ground of being and intelligibility. In contrast to Descartes’s 
assertion that our notion of the divine infinity and perfection is positive, Aqui- 
nas holds that we know only that God is, not what he is.** 

Although Thomas provides proofs for the existence of God, he nowhere 
supposes that a person without a proof is thereby unwarranted in holding that 
God exists. The truth of such a proof is attainable only by the few, after much 
effort, and even then with an admixture of error.?^ Many human beings have 
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reasons for such a belief that are informal versions of one of the five ways; they 
suppose, for example, that because there is order in the universe there must be 
a principle of order. There are, of course, well-known objections to these sorts 
of arguments for the existence of God, and even for the ordinary believer 
doubts are likely to emerge. Yet what precisely one's responsibility is in these 
matters will vary from person to person and depend upon one’s intellectual 
ability and the amount of time that one's state of life allows one to devote to 
such considerations. 

The difficulty with classifying Thomas’s position in contemporary ana- 
lytic terms is not just that he never gives a response in anything like the terms 
contemporary philosophers would find satisfying, but that he never provides a 
systematic treatment of the wider and looser senses of knowledge. Surely he 
would think it important and possible to distinguish between reasonable and 
unreasonable belief; he would want to distinguish between the healthy opera- 
tion of the powers of reason and cognitive dysfunction. Yet for ordinary folks 
this would not involve having internal access to all the justifying ground of 
their belief. 

Aquinas’s view of scientia, then, is not internalist in the strong sense, 
which requires that the believer have access to all of the justifying grounds of 
his belief. Aquinas’s view resembles externalism in that it is largely dismissive 
of the sorts of skeptical worries at the heart of the internalist project. Anxieties 
over skeptical challenges tend to generate both the desire to have a strong 
refutation of the challenge and, consequently, a view of knowledge as that over 
which we have total control. Yet these worries never surface in Aquinas, and 
thus his response to skepticism is more externalist than internalist.*° We might 
be tempted, then, to give an externalist interpretation to Aquinas’s account of 
human knowing. Thus far, Aquinas’s view seems compatible with that of 
Plantinga. Is it? 


Common Sense Realism, Faith, and 
Self-Implicating Knowledge 


This is an important question, not just for epistemology butalso for philos- 
ophy of religion, where Plantinga occupies a position of great influence. Plan- 
tinga’s “defense” of religious faith takes aim at the supposition that believers 
need to justify their faith before some neutral court of reason. Since his earliest 
work, Plantinga has adopted the following polemical strategy: Although there 
may be no universally persuasive argument on behalf of the truth of Chris- 
tianity or even theism, there is no convincing refutation of it either. The belief 
in the existence of God stands on the same footing as many of our other beliefs, 
such as the existence of other minds, about which philosophers have not been 
able to reach a consensus. 

Plantinga goes so far as to deny that religious belief is in need of any 
justification whatsoever. Like perceptual beliefs and memory beliefs, which 
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ordinary folk accept without demanding proof, religious faith is a properly 
basic belief, nota belief that is arrived at through reasoning or inference. Now, 
critics see this as courting irrationalism and relativism. Cannot anyone declare 
any belief to be basic and thus remove it from rational scrutiny? According to 
Plantinga, basic beliefs are not immune to criticism and refutation. We typ- 
ically take the reports of our senses and memory as basic and, quite reasonably, 
do not feel the need to justify them. But this does not mean that these beliefs 
are beyond revision or even repudiation. We may well encounter good reasons 
to question or reject them in a given case. 

What is noteworthy about Plantinga’s approach is the way it reverses the 
tendency in modern philosophy to suspend belief in what ordinary human 
beings take on trust. And this tilting of the balance away from doubt and back 
to trust involves a rethinking of the entire tradition of modern philosophy. In 
this, Plantinga is, as he notes, preceded by Thomas Reid, the eighteenth- 
century Scottish philosopher. One of the great dissenters from the mainstream 
of modern philosophy, Reid advocates a realism that puts him at odds with 
Descartes, Locke, Hume, and Berkeley. All of these philosophers are propo- 
nents of what Reid calls the “theory of ideas,” the claim that the immediate 
object of the human mind is nota thing in the world but an idea in the mind. 
Given this starting point, the task for philosophy is to try to establish some sort 
of connection between the idea in me and the world out there. But all such 
attempts are futile and end either in Hume’s skepticism or Berkeley’s even 
more bizarre conclusion that matter does not exist, that there are only minds 
and ideas. 

As Nicholas Wolterstorff shows in his recent book, Thomas Reid and the 
Story of Epistemology, Reid traces Berkeley’s theory back to its roots, the theory 
of ideas, and begins to wonder what basis there is for this unproven assump- 
tion, shared by all modern philosophers.*” When he finds none, he retreats to 
the naive assumption of the vulgar, namely, that we immediately perceive 
sensible things and that accompanying that perception is an immediate and 
irresistible belief in the existence of what we perceive. Reid observes that all 
human beings, whether they become philosophers or not, share these convic- 
tions. Reversing the trend in modern philosophy to hold all deliverances of 
common sense in abeyance until they have been vindicated by proof, Reid 
argues that in any contest between philosophy and common sense, the burden 
of proof is on philosophy. Of course, philosophy transcends common sense in 
its descriptive and explanatory tasks; it may even reach conclusions that con- 
travene pre-philosophical beliefs. But it should do so only when driven by 
clear, unassailable arguments. The proponents of the theory of ideas have no 
such arguments. 

Wolterstorff is careful to note that Reid does envision a positive reflective 
role for philosophy. Yet the philosopher needs to beware, lest her aspiration for 
certitude and unity lead her to flout the sheer variety of kinds of evidence that 
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contribute to human knowledge. There is indeed the evidence of immediate 
consciousness, on which the philosophers have concentrated. But there is also 
the evidence of sense, memory, and testimony. Wolterstorff underscores Reid's 
prudent sense of the limitations to philosophical knowledge. The philosopher 
can note and describe the diverse criteria appropriate to the healthy function- 
ing of our faculties. What she cannot do is reduce all the faculties to one 
formula. 

The accent in Reid is on trust rather than doubt, and thus he stands 
athwart the dominant strain of modern philosophy. There is a telling passage 
in Descartes where he laments our ever having been children under the 
tutelage of others and without the full use of the critical powers of reason. His 
method of radical universal doubt is designed precisely to free us from such 
dependence on custom and authority, to free us from ever having been chil- 
dren. By contrast, Reid sees trust and testimony as constitutive of our nature 
and our intellectual activities: "It is the intention of nature, that we should be 
carried in arms before we are able to walk upon our legs; and . . . likewise that 
our belief should be guided by the authority and reason of others, before it can 
be guided by our own reason.” Although we are not for long in this condition of 
utter dependence, "reason, even in her maturity, borrows aid from testimony. 
... For as we find good reason to reject testimony in some cases, so in others we 
hind good reason to rely upon it with perfect security." Faculties are "innocent 
until proven guilty," and when doubts arise, as they inevitably do, they arise 
against a background of accepted knowledge and with respect to very particu- 
lar questions. If doubt were to become global, there would be no remedy, at 
least no philosophical remedy.** 

Aquinas would certainly welcome much of what Plantinga and Wolter- 
storff argue on behalf on the role of trust in knowledge, but he would also likely 
have reservations about the limitations to their project.?? In this context, we can 
with proht consider an objection that Linda Zagzebski has raised against 
Plantinga's externalism. She thinks his position is unable to make sense of cases 
where unwarranted belief arises from a failure to exercise critical reflection. 
Zagzebski does, I think, underestimate Plantinga’s willingness to admit a posi- 
tive role for selfscrutiny and critical reflection. Nonetheless, her fundamental 
question remains a good one—is a defect in the exercise of one’s critical 
capacities better understood in terms of dysfunctional faculties or intellectual 
vice? In the case of a failure to reflect critically, which is a sign of vice, it is not 
evident that there need be any malfunction of faculties. This is where subtle but 
crucial differences between a virtue theory and a theory of proper functioning 
begin to emerge. Sarah Broadie, in a passage that is crucial to Zagzebski’s 
argument, glosses Aristotle’s distinction between merely functioning well and 
functioning in accord with virtue. What we mean by the former is that an 
animal, for example, is “functioning healthily and effectively at this moment 
and can be reliably expected to do so at other moments.” She explains, 
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We may also imply . . . that its functioning well at all those moments is 
rooted in a single set of continuing empirical properties, which we may 
think of as constituting the relevant excellence. Yet this . . . may be mislead- 
ing, for we should not be entitled to assert that at a given moment the 
animal’s functioning is only fully good because it has and will continue to 
have the properties by which it functions well at this and other moments. 
These properties . . . make causally possible the functioning that is good, 
but their presence is not what makes it good functioning. By contrast, the 
human virtues . . . do not stand to human good functioning as a set of 
properties that make causally possible a functioning whose goodness can be 
explained as complete without reference to them.” 


The view that the causally relevant set of properties could constitute proper 
functioning is clearly an externalist account, whereas the reference to virtue 
involves at least some internalist elements.*! 

A feature of internalism upon which Zagzebski rightly seizes has to do 
with the interconnection between the intellectual and the moral, with the way 
in which knowledge is “selfimplicating.” She urges that "knowing states” have 
a “particularly intimate relation to our sense of self.” She expands: “Not only is 
it difficult to discuss knowledge without an awareness of its self-implicating 
aspect, but to do so would be to pervert its nature." ? Given Aquinas’s distinc- 
tion between the theoretical and the practical operations of the intellect and 
his claim that we can possess the speculative intellectual virtues without the 
moral virtues, it might seem that he would have little to say on this issue. Yet 
this is decidedly not the case.? 

Although Aquinas shows no tendency toward Enlightenment rigorism 
with regard to the governance of belief, he does not exempt ordinary thinkers 
from the responsibility to reflect critically. Since Thomas would classify under 
opinion or probable knowledge much of what Zagzebski and other contempo- 
rary analytical philosophers call knowledge, his discussion of the differences in 
assent in necessary and contingent matters is germane.“ In necessary matters, 
where the intellect is moved by the object itself, the only relevant sort of 
habituation is that of the intellect itself. Thomas supplies the following exam- 
ple: “As long as the geometer demonstrates the truth, it does not matter how 
his appetitive part may be affected, whether he be joyful or angry, just as this 
does not matter in a craftsman.” As we shall see, Aquinas does not deny, and 
in fact affirms, the notion that our affections or passions can play a dispositive 
role in the discovery of all sorts of truths, even necessary truths; he resists the 
conflating of necessary theoretical truth with the dispositions of the knower. 
Ralph Mclnerny notes that, although rectified appetite may remove obstacles 
to seeing truths of the theoretical order, "the person is not thematic to the 
argument, not what the argument is about." The theoretical argument itself 
must be “appraised in terms of logic and of the truth of the propositions.” 
Mclnerny calls this the intrinsic appraisal of an argument, which he distin- 
guishes from a moral appraisal of the existential circumstances in which an 
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individual engages in argument—does he neglect other duties or fail to give 
credit to those whose ideas he has borrowed? The intrinsic and moral ap- 
praisals of the argument are incidental to one another. McInerny here puts his 
hnger on one of the chief defects with attempting to reduce all knowledge to 
an appraisal of the subjective dispositions of knowers; instead of argument 
about the matter at hand, debate could degenerate into an unending critique 
of the flaws of the moral character of one's opponent. 

The direct object of McInerny's censure is Newman, who, by means of 
what he calls the illative sense, attempts to extend Aristotelian phronesis be- 
yond the practical order to encompass all relations of the intellect to truth. 
“We do not reason in one way in chemistry or law, and another in morals and 
religion; but in reasoning on any subject whatever, which is concrete, we 
proceed, as far indeed as we can, by the logic of the language, but we are 
obliged to supplement it by the more subtle and elastic logic of thought." He 
concludes, “In no class of concrete reasonings, whether in experimental sci- 
ence, historical research, or theology, is there any ultimate test of truth and 
error in our inferences besides the trustworthiness of the Illative Sense that 
gives its sanction." It seems that we have a straightforward refusal on New- 
man’s part of the distinction that Aquinas, following Aristotle, makes between 
theoretical and practical truth, the former of which consists in the intellect's 
conformity to the way things are, while the latter involves the conformity of 
practical judgment to rectified appetite. 

It is not clear, however, that Newman's position is as straightforward as it 
initially seems. It is difficult, for example, to fit this subsuming of the theoret- 
ical under the moral with Newman 's persistent refrain in The Idea of a Univer- 
sity that "knowledge is one thing, virtue another; good sense is not conscience, 
rehnement is not humility, nor is largeness and justness of view faith. Philoso- 
phy, however enlightened, however profound, gives no command over the 
passions." *? In this context, Newman aims to guard and preserve the notion of 
knowledge as an end in itself, to resist the clamors of religious pragmatism and 
commercial utility that knowledge is to be valued only if it serves practical 
ends. Extending a tradition that begins with Plato and runs through Aristotle 
and Aquinas, Newman proffers an eloquent defense of properly liberal educa- 
tion, of the nobility of wonder and contemplative aspirations as suitable to 
beings such as we are. Moreover, Newman repeatedly describes the illative 
sense, his version of phronesis, as having under its purview "all concrete mat- 
ters." In this, there need be no disagreement with Aristotle or Aquinas, since, as 
I have argued, all sorts of virtues of perception and judgment can be involved 
in reasoning about contingent matters and even in the discovery of necessary 
truths. Indeed, we might here see Newman filling in a huge gap in Aristotle 
and Aquinas, who, while they say a great deal about the demonstration of truth 
already discovered, have precious little to say about the virtues of the discovery 
of knowledge, practical or theoretical, contingent or necessary.? Newman 
need only hold that the illative sense involves supple, nontechnical and non- 
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rule-governed virtues of judgment in concrete matters; he need not hold that 
the illative sense entails or is identical to rightly ordered desire.*! And that, as 
we have argued, is compatible with the view implicitly advanced in the texts of 
Aquinas.?? 

In contingent matters, Aquinas states, the intellect is moved through an act 
of choice by which it turns voluntarily to one side rather than to the other. 
Thomas brings out the crucial role of habit in the latter when he states that “just 
as by the habits of the virtues man sees what is fitting to him in respect of that 
habit, so by the habit of faith the human mind is directed to assent to such things 
as are fitting to a right faith." This is but an amplification of the Aristotelian 
refrain that “as a man is, so does the good appear to him.” Hence, in the vast 
majority of cases requiring assent, volition and habit play crucial roles.** 

For Aquinas, the realm of opinion or belief is influenced by volition and 
habitand is subject to moral appraisal. We must be careful here: Aquinas offers 
no internalist program that would help us to monitor autonomously all of our 
thoughts. The discernment of responsibility in matters cognitive, as in matters 
more generally ethical, resists articulation in universal and univocal criteria.^? 
Duties here will vary from person to person, depending on the state of life, and 
from circumstance to circumstance. Responsibility in matters cognitive is 
determined by prudential discretion rather than by a deontological appraisal of 
atomic acts in relation to abstract principles.*® 

On the question of the ethical dimensions to human knowing, Aquinas 
hasa great deal to say, much more, in fact, than does Aristotle. In one respectat 
least, Thomas may be seen as drawing outa line of reasoning that is implicit in 
Aristotle. A succinct statement of it can be found in Thomas' discussion of the 
necessity of prudence: "Prudence is a virtue most necessary for human life, 
since a good life consists in good deeds. In order to do good deeds, it matters 
not only what a man does but also how he does it?" Moreover, since the 
human good is complex, a diverse set of human acts must be integrated in the 
achievement of our ultimate end. The teaching on the superiority of the 
theoretical to the practical virtues is itself a deliverance of theory. It remains at 
some distance from the immediate principles of human action. The determi- 
nation of how the practice of the theoretical virtues fits into the whole of one's 
life is a matter for prudence. 

For Thomas, then, even the intellectual virtues fall under the regulation 
of the moral virtues and prudence, not with respect to their objects or content 
but with respect to their exercise. He asserts that a "virtue that perfects the will 
such as justice or charity confers the good use of the speculative habits.”** 
From Augustine, he derives the virtue of studiositas, a moral virtue that moder- 
ates and rightly orders our natural desire for knowledge. Having defined stu- 
diositas as a “vehement application of the mind,” he puts to himself the objec- 
tion that, since studiositas is cognitive, it is impossible that it be a moral virtue. 
Thomas responds that the acts of the intellect are commanded by the appeti- 
tive power, the will, and that these acts can be ordered variously “in one way or 
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another and to this or that.”*? Precisely the ordering of these acts is subject to 
the moral virtue of studiositas, a part of temperance. Just as was the case in 
Aquinas's articulation of the primacy of justice among the moral virtues, so too 
with his treatment of virtues governing the acts of the intellect, we find Aqui- 
nas moving beyond Aristotle precisely through an expansion of his account of 
rational appetite, of the volitional conditions of thought and action. 

Following Aristotle, Aquinas draws analogies between touching and know- 
ing and claims that a greater cognitive power accompanies the better sense of 
touch. Independently of Aristotle and in reliance on Augustine, Aquinas 
speaks of the vice of inordinate seeking after knowledge (curiositas) and the 
virtue of proper and ordered zeal in the pursuit of knowledge (studiositas). The 
symptoms of curiosity include a roaming unrest of the spirit (evagatio mentis), 
whose extreme form is "complete rootlessness.”°! “It may mean that man has 
lost his capacity for living with himself; that, in flight from himself, nauseated 
and bored by the void of an interior life gutted by despair, he is seeking with 
selfish anxiety and on a thousand futile paths."?? Wisdom, as Nietzsche says, 
puts limits to knowledge.9 Far from limiting the scope and function of temper- 
ance to the curbing of this or that sensitive impulse, Aquinas relates temper- 
ance “to the root of the whole sensual intellectual life."9* 

The alternative to the vice of curiositas is studiositas, which is not just an 
absence of intellectual disorder but a positive and passionate commitment to 
knowledge, to truth, in a manner congruent with an individual's cognitive 
abilities and multiple duties. Studiositas thus entails a rich account of intellec- 
tual and moral virtue. Drawing out Aquinas's teaching on intellectual virtue 
and faith, Pieper focuses on the role of faith or trust in the exercise of natural 
reason. Aristotle's statement that "to learn one must believe" is the epigraph to 
his study of faith. In probing the theological virtue of faith, Pieper does not 
address properly theological issues such as the content or doctrine of faith or 
the operation of grace infusing virtue into the soul of the believer. Instead, he 
focuses on the nature of the act of believing and its problematic relationship to 
the nature of man. It is precisely in this context that we find material for a 
fruitful encounter with the positions of Plantinga and Wolterstorff. 

The nature of faith raises the question of whether and why human beings 
should find themselves in such a state of dependence. Such questions cannot 
be answered by abstract analyses of the rationality of belief, but must be ad- 
dressed by reference to the true nature of the human person.® Pieper con- 
cedes that an “intellect bent on critical autonomy will take such a course only 
with reluctance.” And he warns believers against quickly branding such a 
person as arrogant; instead, he urges a deeper probing of the existential situa- 
tion of man. Here Pieper appears more sympathetic than is Plantinga toward 
the dilemmas of the reflective unbeliever, particularly to her quest for greater 
evidence than that which would be required or appropriate in many other 
situations. In this, Pieper departs from Plantinga’s simple alignment of faith in 
God with other supposedly properly basic beliefs. Pieper and Aquinas are less 
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concerned with justifying religious belief or with turning back objections to 
the rationality of belief than with exhibiting the many ways in which faith 
enhances intellectual activity. 

Although Aquinas would certainly affirm the attempt of Plantinga and 
Wolterstorff to recover the ineliminable role of trust in our cognitive and moral 
lives, he presents a picture of human life as having a greater positive impetus 
toward knowledge of the good and toward knowledge itself as a good. The 
virtue of studiositas helps to perfect our natural erotic longing for an apprehen- 
sion of the true as good, a contemplation of the true as beautiful. The recovery 
of premodern philosophy and theology in Reid, Plantinga, and Wolterstorff is, 
it seems, but partial. The need for a virtue to temper and guide the acts of 
speculative reason evinces our tendency to be so captivated by the objects of 
knowledge that we are oblivious to other relevant goods and to the way any 
particular operation must fit into the whole of our life. No particular action or 
set of specific actions can constitute a good life. The opposed vice of curiositas 
consists precisely in an excessive attention to less noble inquiries or objects of 
knowledge; it sets up a partial and subordinate object of the mind as if it were 
the whole and highest object. The ethical appraisal of the intellectual virtues 
shifts our attention from the object or content of the acts of knowing to their 
nature as acts of a human being and even more broadly to the way these acts 
contribute to a way of life. 

That way of life locates the pursuit of truth within a communal context of 
the practice of a host of virtues. There is, in fact, a moral virtue of truth and 
even a truth of life (veritas vitae). The moral virtue consists in speaking the 
truth when it is necessary and insofar as it is necessary. We do not, of course, 
owe an avowal of all that we know to all persons; our duties in matters of truth- 
telling vary in both degree and kind, from person to person and circumstance 
to circumstance. While truthfulness refers primarily to speech, its scope is 
broader and includes deeds and signs, all of which must be disposed in a due 
order.” 'Truthfulness is a part of justice arising from our social nature, in light 
of which we owe to others all those things without which the constitutive 
goods of human society cannot be preserved.® One of these is the “manifesta- 
tion of the truth." We do so in the broadest sense when we reveal ourselves in 
“life and speech to be such as we in fact are.”°? 

There is perhaps no more apt or succinct formulation of Thomas’s view of 
the good life than to say that it consists in the practice of the manifold virtue of 
truthfulness. From this perspective, there is no artificial gap between the moral 
and the theoretical, between the affective and the intellectual, or between the 
necessary and the contingent. Nor can the virtues of the mind be understood 
in an individualistic fashion. Here we should note an isomorphism between, 
on the one hand, the ethical account of the virtues, especially just generosity, 
befitting dependent rational animals and, on the other, the social role of 
truthfulness. 


Self-Implicating Knowledge 


The Metaphysical Horizons of Virtue Epistemology 


Thomas's analysis of the virtue of studiositas and the vice of curiositas 
establishes an interconnection between the intellectual and the moral, the 
way in which knowledge is “self-implicating.” Yet there is an important dis- 
parity between Zagzebski's contemporary virtue theory and Aquinas’s view. In 
her discussion of the changes in the lists of intellectual virtues, Zagzebski 
mentions that, while for us curiosity is a virtue, for the ancients it was a vice.? 
On one level this is merely a verbal difference, since we usually mean by 
curiosity an appetite for knowledge exhibited in persistent questioning, while 
Augustine and Aquinas mean by that term an inordinate desire for knowledge. 
The interesting question is whether our contemporary list of intellectual vir- 
tues and vices has room for anything like what the ancients called curiositas. 
Since curiosity is essentially a matter of paying excessive attention to less noble 
sorts of objects, it presupposes a hierarchy of beings. Might it be that absent a 
conception of human nature and of a hierarchy of goods appropriate to that 
nature, we can say little about the disordered desire for knowledge, except to 
counsel a kind of bland moderation, a balancing act in which we refuse to 
allow one desire to intrude too much upon other desires? So we should not 
pursue knowledge excessively because it might make us social bores or keep us 
from enjoying sports or other activities, from becoming all that we can be. 
Zagzebski herself concedes that criticism of an excessive desire to know is 
difficult apart from such an account of the harm that excess inflicts upon well- 
being or happiness."! The notion of well-being must at least broadly pertain to 
a species, to a particular natural kind. 

The notion that, as Zagzebski puts it, one's doxastic structure could be ata 
higher level on account of the kind of truths one knows and the way in which 
one holds the knowledge is deeply compatible with Aquinas's account of the 
virtues of the human intellect.” Such a supposition underlies Aristotle's re- 
fusal to equate the desirable-to-be known with the certainty-attainable-by-us. 
Instead, as we have noted, he argues that the most noble objects of knowledge 
are least certain to us, yet the meager and tenuous knowledge we can have of 
them is more desirable than a sure and exhaustive knowledge of less noble 
objects. In the tradition of Aristotle, metaphysics is the highest and most 
desirable science, not because of its utility or its amenability to comprehensive 
certitude, but because it satisfies to some extent the natural human longing for 
wisdom.” 

We might be able to bring Zagzebski and Aquinas closer together by 
attending to the way both depart from a true belief model of knowledge. 
Zagzebski herself has rather strong reservations about that model. In her crit- 
icisms of the dominant contemporary approaches to epistemology, she goes so 
far as to put into question the very depiction of knowledge as true belief. Late 
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in the book, she substitutes the notion of “cognitive contact with reality” for 
that of true belief, because the former is holistic and refers to one’s “entire 
doxastic structure,” not just to isolated propositions." On the true belief 
model, intellectual progress is the accumulation of more true propositions. 
This atomistic approach omits any consideration of the integration of knowl- 
edge or of the role of our habitual cognitive dispositions. While knowing fewer 
individual propositions, one's “doxastic structure" could be ata “higher level" 
because of the sorts of things one knows and the way one holds the knowledge. 
To establish distinctions among things known and among the ways of holding 
our knowledge of them presupposes some understanding of the larger frame- 
work within which human beings are ensconced and of the place of the 
intellect within it. Thus we can see thata rich conception of practice, in this 
case the practice of virtues governing our cognitive activities, points us in the 
direction of some sort of metaphysics. We return yet again to the thesis of 
Murdoch, that rival accounts of ethics and inquiry will be predicated on 
divergent conceptions of human agency as "continuous with some sort of 
larger structure of reality." 

Aquinas's version of knowledge as cognitive contact with reality and of 
wisdom as an habitual penetration of the parts or fields of human knowledge 
in relation to the whole and its ultimate cause has as its correlate a rich 
anthropology and metaphysics. The investigation in wonder of the common 
world of human inquiry allows for a reflective appropriation of the intellectual 
soul as a potency that is made actual through interaction with sensible sub- 
stances. Wonder thus bespeaks the soul’s kinship to the whole; the intellect is 
potens omnia. The human soul’s peculiar receptivity of the whole indicates 
that the soul is not merely a part of the whole, but that part of the world in 
which, and through which, the whole is made manifest. Aquinas does not 
utterly reject the notion of interiority, but what sets his account of interiority 
apart from many modern conceptions is his insistence on reciprocity between 
the increased interiority of the human soul and its increased openness to the 
external world. As Josef Pieper puts it, “the higher a being stands in the order of 
reality, the wider and deeper its world. . . . The two together constitute spirit: 
not only the capacity to relate oneself to the whole of reality, to the whole 
world, but an unlimited capacity of living in oneself. . . . To have a world, to be 
related to the whole of reality, is only possible to a self, to a person, to a ‘who’ 
and nota "what. "7$ 
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Epistemology as Anthropology 


The notion of substance as actualized and perfected through operations 
provides remote metaphysical underpinning for Aquinas’s account of the hu- 
man intellect as a potency actualized by interaction with sensible substances. 
Aquinas is not preoccupied with skeptical doubts about how a mind-in-here 
can make reliable contact with a world-out-there. The starting point for him is 
nota vacant mind trapped within itself and desperately seeking an exit into the 
world; rather, he observes an intellect already ensconced within a world about 
which it knows a great deal. The accent is not on doubt but on wonder. The 
result of the mind’s awakening in wonder is not certitude but a heightened 
sense of mystery, a restfulness that is not to be confused with lethargy or mere 
inertness. 

In the last two chapters, we focused on the recovery of the language of 
virtue and practice in contemporary philosophy, a recovery that emerges from 
dissatisfaction with decision-procedure models of knowing and acting. Attend- 
ing to the ways in which Aquinas might contribute to debates within ethics and 
epistemology, we discerned implicit connections between ethics and episte- 
mology, on the one hand, and anthropology and metaphysics, on the other. 
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Such a need was seen to be especially pointed in Zagzebski’s defense of a 
virtue epistemology, to which notions of “cognitive contact with reality” and 
the qualitative assessment of what one knows and how one holds knowledge 
are central. Anthropological and metaphysical commitments were also seen to 
be operative in Aquinas’s account of justice, especially in his conception of 
pious gratitude as the foundation of fulfilling what is due. The practices of 
gratitude and hospitality reflect and embody “ontological generosity.” 

These are the guiding assumptions of, the framework for, Aquinas’s ac- 
count of human knowing, of the place of the intellect within the real order. Yet 
not everyone has been convinced that Aquinas is entirely removed from, or 
innocent of, the modern epistemological project. His occasional habit of 
speaking of the concept as a mediator between the intellect and the object of 
its knowledge has led some to believe that he is an adherent of “mental 
representationalism,” the thesis that what the mind principally knows is its own 
ideas, by means of which it comes to know external things. His teaching that 
the intellect knows by a process of abstracting intelligible species from sensible 
things also contributes to the suspicion that Aquinas is a precursor of the 
modern problematic. 

As a way of addressing these issues in Aquinas and, more broadly, of 
highlighting his account of intellect and real being, it will prove useful to 
examine the most philosophically ambitious recent attempt to investigate the 
relationship between mind and world, John McDowell’s influential Mind and 
World.! In a Wittgensteinian manner, McDowell wants to exorcise peculiarly 
modern anxieties over the relationship between the knowing subject and its 
objects of knowledge, anxieties that have beset philosophy since the rise of 
modern science. His qualified Kantian project treats receptivity and spon- 
taneity, passivity and activity, and sensibility and understanding, as partners in 
human knowing. But McDowell goes beyond Kant in his attempt to integrate 
or reconcile the apparent antinomies in human knowing. Writing after Hei- 
degger and Rorty, McDowell seeks to eliminate any vestige of “mental repre- 
sentationalism.” 

For a number of reasons, McDowell’s book is relevant to our investigation. 
It pushes our investigation of virtue and knowledge forward to the frontiers of 
metaphysics. But it does so in a way that avoids grounding an account of mind 
and world in the private consciousness of the knowing subject. McDowell’s 
project is in some ways similar to Aquinas’s insistence on the darkness of the 
soul to itself and to his repudiation of the notion that the idea or concept is 
what is first and principally known. McDowell also relies heavily on accounts 
of firstand second nature, human biology, and the space of socially inculcated 
reasons; this account makes for a nice comparison with Aquinas’s discussions 
of the analogies between animal and human reasoning, to which we adverted 
above in our discussion of just generosity. Finally, McDowell’s eschewal of 
“constructive philosophy,” understood as the project of securing a theoretical 
ground or justification of knowledge and as alien from the concrete conditions 
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of cognitive practice, also helps to sharpen the central issue of our investi- 
gation. McDowell’s goal of giving philosophy peace, raises the question of 
whether there can be any positive role for philosophy. 


Overcoming Mental Representationalism: 
McDowell, Aristotle, and Aquinas 


McDowell’s forays into the history of philosophy have as their goal the 
resolution of contemporary problems. The two most important contemporary 
views of the relationship of mind to world are Wilfrid Sellars’s myth of the 
Given and Donald Davidson’s coherentism. For McDowell, the inadequacy of 
each of these positions generates its opposite. By confining reason within its 
own sphere, coherentism disavows the possibility that reason could bear on the 
world or the world on it. One might naturally recoil from this view and take 
refuge in the Given, in the supposition that the external world influences 
thought. But since the Given stands outside or beyond the realm of concepts, 
it is hard to see how it could exercise any normative control over thought. The 
inadequacy of the Given thus motivates the turn to coherentism. The apparent 
insolubility of the debate underscores how “difficult” it is “to have both ra- 
tional constraint from the world and spontaneity all the way out.” We seem to 
be saddled with the antinomy that “experience must and cannot stand in 
judgement” over thought? 

While coherentism entirely abandons the traditional notion of knowl- 
edge, recourse to the Given seems to generate the sort of skeptical doubts it was 
designed to answer. McDowell’s alternative, put with introductory brevity, is 
that since we are, in the Gadamerian language McDowell deploys, “always 
already engaged with the world,” the skeptical challenge is an illusion, engen- 
dered by the false supposition that we can see things “sideways-on,” a perspec- 
tive that purports to see the relationship of mind to world from a vantage point 
independent of our cognitive immersion in the world. Precisely this supposi- 
tion is in need of exorcism.? “Understanding,” according to McDowell, is 
"already implicated in sensibility."* Conversely, experience is an “openness to 
the layout of reality,” which enables the latter to “exert a rational influence on 
what a subject thinks.” The following passage is an early statement of his thesis 
about human knowledge: 


The relevant conceptual capacities are drawn in receptivity. . . . It is not that 
they are exercised on an extra-conceptual deliverance of receptivity. We 
should understand what Kant calls “intuition” —experiential intake—not as 
bare getting of an extra-conceptual Given, but as a kind of occurrence or 
state that already has conceptual content. In experience one takes in, for 
instance sees, that things are thus and so.’ 


There are, I think, three interrelated parts to McDowell’s exorcism of the 
anxieties over mind and world. The first concerns the supposition, shared by 
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both the skeptics and their opponents, that we can see the relationship of the 
mind to the world from a “sideways-on” perspective. The second involves a 
critique of abstraction, a critique based in Wittgenstein’s attack on private 
language and in Peter Geach’s repudiation of the notion that bare singulars 
could be the basis of conceptual knowledge. The third has to do with a positive 
alternative suggestion concerning the unboundedness of the conceptual. 
Since what is at stake in the first issue and how McDowell proposes to dissolve 
it will become clear as we proceed, it is best to begin with the critique of 
abstraction. 

The dissatisfaction with abstraction is part of the assault on the adequacy 
of the Given. It is important to see that McDowell is not dismissive of the 
motive for turning to the Given. The turn is a result of the inability of coher- 
entism to provide an account of how the world impinges upon thinking in 
anything more than a causal way. Coherentism “suggests images of confine- 
ment within the sphere of thinking, as opposed to being in touch with some- 
thing outside it.”° Although one may sympathize with the desire for something 
more than what coherentism offers, the turn to a pre-conceptual “bare pres- 
ence” is equally inadequate. On that view, we “move from an impression, 
conceived as the bare reception of a bit of the Given, to a judgement justified 
by the impression." This amounts to the construction of a private concept, 
arrived at through abstraction.5 McDowell's critique of abstractionism rests on 
the work of Peter Geach, who defines "abstractionism" as the *doctrine that a 
concept is acquired by a process of singling out in attention some one feature 
given in direct experience—abstracting it—and ignoring the other features 
simultaneously given.”? The problem with this position is obvious: selective 
attention presupposes some sort of abstraction already performed or at least 
some awareness on the intellect's part of that for which it should be looking. 
But this renders the account of knowledge superfluous, a point Plato makes in 
a number of contexts. 

The reference to abstraction as the source of knowledge calls to mind 
Aquinas and indirectly Aristotle. But their account of how universal knowledge 
arises from sensible singulars is more complex than anything one finds in 
McDowell or Geach. For example, whatever one finally makes of the dialec- 
tically strained discussion of substance in Metaphysics VII, it is clear that the 
singular is no bare singular but a “this-such.” Aristotle opens by pursuing the 
suggestion that substance is substratum and that the latter is to be identified 
with matter. The bare material substratum is reached, at least in a thought 
experiment, by stripping away all the qualitative features of things. However, 
once we reach our goal, bare matter, the underlying substratum, we no longer 
have a substance, for we no longer have a concrete "this." The process elimi- 
nates not only “thisness” butalso ^whatness." So both the “this” and the “such” 
are removed in the attempt to reach a bare singular. 

The most theoretically intractable issue about substance, from which 
much of the dialectic arises, concerns its two inseparable features. The diffi- 
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culty of moving away from the “such” has just been illustrated, but the move- 
ment away from the “this,” which lacks one of the chief marks of substance, 
definability, also engenders difficulties. We seem to be moving not only away 
from the concrete whole, the compound of form and matter, but also in a 
Platonic direction, a direction that would eliminate matter from the formula or 
definition of substance. The conclusion here echoes the assertion at the open- 
ing of the De Anima that “unity has many senses (as many as “is” has) but the 
proper one is that of actuality”; the primary sense of unity is that of “an 
actuality to that of which it is the actuality.”!° Aquinas observes, “Form is 
essentially united to matter as its act; it is the same thing for matter to be united 
to form as for matter to be in act."!! In Metaphysics VIL, 15, in language that is 
broadly reminiscent of the distinction in the Categories between first and 
second substance, we are left with the assertion that substance is of two kinds 
and that there is neither definition nor demonstration of sensible substance. 
But for Aristotle, matter is a constitutive part of the sensible substance and thus 
in some sense figures in the formula. The upshot for knowledge is that sensible 
substances are manifest to us both as a “this” and a “such” and that the search 
for bare presences is unintelligible. In knowing existing things, we are aware 
both of a thing sensed and of some way in which the thing is known to exist, 
some formality under which we distinguish this sort of thing from that sort. 
We are familiar with Aristotle’s treatment in Metaphysics I,1 and Posterior 
Analytics I, 19 of how universal knowledge arises from sensible singulars. 
Along with the statement in the De Anima about the role of active nous in 
universalizing what is potentially present in the phantasms, these texts supply 
the basis for the traditional doctrine of abstraction. Even in the first two texts 
just mentioned, we hind a much more nuanced presentation of how universal 
knowledge arises immediately from singulars than anything in Geach or Mc- 
Dowell. There is discrimination of similarities and dissimilarities and an in- 
choate apprehension that "things are thus and so" even at the level of sensa- 
tion. But this is not the whole story. The depiction of universal knowledge as 
the result of an isolated individual encountering an isolated bare singular is 
highly artificial. It lacks the rich background that Aristotle presumes is opera- 
tive in all our acts of knowing. How does Aristotle describe that background? 
The basis of the familiar doctrine of abstraction is the assumption that, in 
coming to know existing things, we move from an apprehension of singulars 
through experience to a knowledge of the universal nature of those singulars. 
This is the basis of the familiar doctrine of abstraction: “Experience arises from 
a sorting of many singulars received in the memory. Collation of this kind is 
proper to man and pertains to the cognitive power, which is called particular 
reason.""? By positing the operation of reason at the level of experience in the 
noting of likenesses among singulars, the passage comes close to affirming the 
conceptual character of experience. There are, however, stages in the move- 
ment from the apprehension of singulars to the abstraction of the universal 
from the phantasm. The operation of the particular reason in experience is a 
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key intermediate stage in thatascent. As Gadamer puts it, “all aesthesis tends to 
the universal,” since it involves not just mere reception but “seeing as." 
Although Aristotle does not suppose that substances are inherently relational, 
he does think that we come to know any individual thing only by noting its 
similarities to and differences from other things. Yet, an objector might sug- 
gest, if we follow the analysis of the generation of the universal back to its 
ultimate source, do we not reach a bare singular or set of bare singulars? 

If in one sense we move from sense to intellect, from singular to universal, 
in another and prior sense we move from a vague, general, and indistinct 
apprehension of those singulars to a more specific understanding of them. The 
authoritative passage is of course Physics I, 1, where Aristotle argues that the 
more common is in some sense prior in the order of our knowing. As John 
O'Callaghan notes, discussions of abstraction that deploy a “mechanistic im- 
age of a transfer of the form from one place to another” and the language of 
"selective attention" are incompatible with Aquinas’s account.'* Aquinas 
writes: 


Everything that proceeds from potency to act reaches, first, an incomplete 
act, which is between potency and act, and, then, a perfect act. The perfect 
act to which the intellect attains is complete knowledge, in which things are 
known distinctly and determinately. However, the incomplete act is imper- 
fect knowledge in which things are known indistinctly and with a degree of 
confusion.’ 


We initially apprehend a particular by locating it within a remote or proximate 
genus and then try to discern what sets it apart from other natural kinds in that 
genus. Aquinas comments thatat the level of sense, the “judgment of the more 
common precedes that of the proper . . . in reference to both place and time.” 
He explains, “When a thing is seen from far off,” for example, “it is seen to be a 
body before it is seen to be an animal, and an animal before a man, and a man 
before Plato or Socrates." A similar process can be seen in the order of time, in 
the development of a child's intelligence. A child "can distinguish man from 
not man before he distinguishes this man from that."!6 O'Callaghan writes that 
this is nota 


process of selective attention, but of developmental growth. We move from 
understanding the same thing generally and without distinction at first to 
understanding just as generally but now distinctly. If we push this initial 
generality without distinction back far enough (though not necessarily tem- 
porally), we would presumably conceive of things as "some stuff" or more 
technically, “some being?” 


Of course, we need not make any of this explicit in our reasoning, but it is 
latent, able to be educed through analysis and questioning. The most basic 
generality is “being” or “a being”; this is the experiential ground for Aquinas’s 
metaphysical principle that being is the first thing that falls into the intellect. 
McDowell’s alternative to the derivation of concepts from bare presences 
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through abstraction is to depict “impressions themselves” as already possessing 
"conceptual contents."!* He claims that “in experience one takes in, for in- 
stance sees, that things are thus and so.” The rival account of sensation, as 
already thoroughly conceptual, initiates the transition to the third part of 
McDowell’s argument, the thesis about the “unboundedness of the concep- 
tual.” For experience to exercise a rational constraint on our thinking, that is, 
for it to offer justifications and not merely exculpations, is for the conceptual to 
go all the way, for it to be coextensive with experience. 

McDowell’s insistence that the conceptual goes all the way out in our 
experience, that there is no bare presence that might act as a tribunal over our 
concepts, invites an idealist interpretation. When he states, for example, that 
although experience is passive, it “reflects conceptual capacities,” we are led to 
wonder whether, contrary to his explicit intentions, he has not given priority to 
thought over world. McDowell contends that the content of our experience of 
the world is simultaneously conceptual content and “an aspect of the layout of 
the world: it is how things are.”!° He asserts that “the object of experience is 
integrated into a wider reality”; it is “held in place by its linkage into the wider 
reality.” On this basis, we can make sense of the thought that “it would be so 
even if it were not being experienced to be so."? Since our present knowledge 
draws us into further inquiry about the as yet “unexperienced whole,” we have 
but a partial knowledge of a world independent of our mind. Do not the 
limitations to our present knowledge of the world and the insistence that the 
world is independent of our knowledge undermine the contention of the 
unboundedness of the conceptual? To avoid this, McDowell avails himself of a 
distinction: How “things are is independent of one’s thinking” but not of the 
thinkable.?! The same sort of distinction figures crucially in another passage: 
“Justification can perfectly well include pointing out from the sphere of think- 
ing, at features of the world” but “not through a boundary that encloses the 
sphere of thinkable content.”2? 

The distinction sounds like Aristotle’s distinction between things as actu- 
ally known and as potentially knowable. For Aristotle, we may point beyond 
what we already actually know but it would be nonsensical to speak of pointing 
beyond what is potentially knowable. In fact, much of what McDowell has to 
say about the dual aspect of experience, as having conceptual content and as 
revealing features of the world, is reminiscent of Aristotle’s assertion that, just 
as the sense in act is the sensible in act, so too the intellect in act is the 
intelligible in act. Aristotle presumes a certain connaturality between knower 
and known; the intellect is “potentially all things.” As Aquinas notes in his 
commentary on the Physics, between mover and moved, agent and patient, 
there is one actuality.? In speaking of knowledge as a kind of receptivity or 
suffering of the world, Aristotle carefully crafts analogies to the receptivity 
proper to physical alteration and sensation. The original sense of receptivity 
entails a “certain corruption,” which occurs in the destruction of one contrary 
by another, as, for example, when the white skin of a woman becomes tan. All 
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natural substances undergo this sort of change, the replacement of one quality 
by its contrary. We may also speak of a passion or reception “commonly and 
less properly” insofar as it “involves a certain reception” (importat quondam 
receptionem), but without any destruction.?* Aquinas expands on this peculiar 
case, “What is receptive of another is compared to it as potency to act. In this 
instance, however, act is the perfection of potency. Passion here refers not to 
the corruption of the receiver, but to the health and perfection of that which is 
in potency by that which is in act"? 

In one sense, then, Aristotle might go so far as to agree with McDowell 
that we ought not to look for “a priority in either direction,” that is, in the 
direction either of mind or of world. But in another sense, Aristotle clearly 
wants to assert a kind of priority to things. How is this so? Let's begin by making 
clear what this does not entail. It does not entail that the mind is purely passive 
with regard to things. Passivity and activity are cooperative even at the level of 
experience. Aristotle retains the grammatical and etymological significance of 
the Latin verb experior, a word that means "tried or proven." The verb is in the 
middle voice, which is passive in form but active in meaning. It thus depicts 
the subject of the verb, the agent of the action, as simultaneously active and 
acted upon. It is hard to imagine Aristotle objecting to McDowell’s claim that 
"in humans, aesthesis immediately serves the capacity of selective attention to 
essential features." 

For Aristotle, then, the intellect is both active and passive with respect to 
experience, and this is compatible with a weakened or clarified version of 
McDowell’s thesis that the contribution of receptivity is “not even notionally 
separable” from its “co-operation with spontaneity."79 But the intellect does 
not contribute content; rather, it actualizes the potentially intelligible content 
in the phantasm. The world informs the intellect, not the reverse, and we are 
always trying to catch up to the world, to articulate it in concepts. The underly- 
ing assumption here is that human beings, like other animals, have preconcep- 
tual experiences and that the task of human inquiry is to craft concepts to 
articulate those experiences. Precisely because of this ordering of the human 
intellect toward understanding that which is not in itself conceptual, it makes 
sense to wonder whether our concepts adequately capture our experience. 
McDowell's unwillingness to embrace this sort of position lends support to the 
worry that, despite his official repudiations, he has not escaped idealism.? 

According to Aquinas, we know and encounter things not just by their 
presence but by their active presence; moreover, things act on us in determi- 
nate ways. As Norris Clarke notes, "action" involves “the self-revelation of 
being.” To know other beings, the intellect “must be receptive and not creative 
of its objects.” Basing himself on Aquinas’s statements that “the operation of a 
thing manifests both its substance and its existence” and that the “operation of 
a thing shows forth its power, which in turn reveals its essence,” Clarke ampli- 
hes the point in a helpful way: 
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Since the action that flows out from a being is not simply an indeterminate 
surge of raw energy, but pours out from, and is self-expressive of, the whole 
unified inner being of the thing, . . . its action cannot help but be essence- 
structured action revealing to any potential receiver both the actual exis- 
tence and essence of the being from which the action originates.?* 


Clarke concedes that we have no “direct unmediated intuition . . . of the agent 
as it abides in itself behind the actions, apart from and independently of these 
actions.” But why do we think we need to know something other or more about 
the essences of these acting substances than that they are the “perduring 
centers of such-and-such characteristic actions” or as “this kind of actor on 
me"??? To suppose that we need to make an additional inference to conclude 
that the actions manifest the essence is already to have moved into the Lock- 
ean framework, which prepares the way for Kant’s agnosticism about our 
knowledge of substances. But, as Aquinas and Reid would say, there is no good 
reason to make such a move. Action is “revelatory of its source.”*? Kant bifur- 
cates (a) our knowledge, immune to skeptical doubts, that external things act 
upon us, from (b) our knowledge, defeated by skeptical worries, that the con- 
tent or manner of acting manifests the nature of the thing. But the purported 
chasm looks like an arbitrary abstraction from the concrete conditions in 
which the human intellect is receptive of things. These idealist assumptions 
may infect not just Kant, but McDowell as well. 

Another way to underscore the difference between McDowell and Aris- 
totle concerns McDowell’s anti-skeptical, and on the surface Aristotelian, claim 
that “no distance from the world” is implicit “in the very idea of thought?! 
McDowell’s way of putting this is in terms of Hegel’s statement that we are “free 
in thinking" because our thinking is “not in an other."?? For McDowell, Hegel’s 
statement captures the notion of the unboundedness of the conceptual. We 
have already noted the similarity between this view and Aristotle’s claim that 
knowledge is an identity of knower and known. But Aristotle also conceives of 
knowing as knowing the other. The perfection of the intellect consists in its 
being informed by an-other. Aristotle and Aquinas underscore this point by 
insisting on the difference between the status of things as known in the mind 
and things as existing. 

The postulation of such a difference has often been seen as the source of 
skeptical doubts about whether what is in the mind corresponds to what is out 
there in the world. Indeed, Aquinas’s claim that the concept is a “mean be- 
tween the intellect and the thing understood" seems to engender precisely the 
anxieties of which McDowell wishes to cure us.** It seems to invite precisely 
the picture-theory of knowing that Rorty's Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature 
has purged from philosophical discourse. Is this impression justified? I think 
not. Thomas quite clearly states that the intelligible species is that by which 
(quo) we know things, not what (quid) we know. The species is known, if at all, 
only indirectly by reflection upon our knowledge of sensible things. The spe- 
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cies is not a foundationalist response to skeptical queries about the correspon- 
dence of mind to world; rather, it isa descriptive and secondary account of the 
way the world informs the mind. 

The problem in the interpretation of what Thomas holds can be traced to 
a failure to overcome the imagination in thinking about acts of knowing. The 
attempt to capture the act of knowing in an image leads to a confusion of acts 
with things, a reification of an act. The species known thus becomes a thing 
standing between the mind and the existing thing.** The species thus becomes 
a representation, a copy, a stand-in for the existing thing, and the vexing and 
insuperable problem of getting from an isolated consciousness to the world 
arises. Another way to see this is to note the disparity between the modern use 
of the vocabulary of subject and object and Thomas’s use. Whereas we have 
inherited the distinction between the conscious ego, or subject, and the object, 
or thing in the world, Thomas distinguishes between the thing known, that 
which is literally thrown up before the mind (ob-iectum), and that which exists 
in its own right (sub-iectum). 

The primary orientation of the mind is always toward the world; the very 
being of knowledge is a being-in-relation. Following Aristotle, Thomas holds 
that the presence of a phantasm is necessary, not just as the remote and 
ultimate origin of our knowledge of things, but also as the basis for every 
subsequent act of knowing. Our intellect always operates with respect to im- 
ages. This is necessary not only because of the intellect's weakness but also in 
order that the intellect be true. For example, the nature of a stone is not 
"completely and truly known unless it is known as existing in the particular.”** 
As Frederick Wilhelmsen puts it, “The reflection is natural because there is no 
break between the intellect and the phantasm. The species is not illuminated 
by being cut away from the phantasm: The species is illuminated in the 
phantasm which presents it potentially." 

The emphasis on interaction with the world throughout the activity of 
knowing finds echoes in McDowell: “how things are is independent of one's 
thinking.” We are "always already engaged with the world” and there is “no 
end to inquiry." Especially important is McDowell’s argument that inner expe- 
rience presupposes a world: "Inner experience cannot be a selfstanding start- 
ing point?" Even from “within, the subjective take is situated in a wider 
context.”** Aquinas would go further than this, however. As O'Callaghan 
nicely puts it, “At the risk of introducing a pictorial metaphor, St. Thomas is 
not interested in getting out of the soul to the world. On the contrary, begin- 
ning with a human being immersed by his or her acts in the world, he is 
interested in getting into the soul. The way in is by considering how the 
human being, a material being, acts in the world."?? 

The practice of knowing, the active engagement of the intellect with the 
world through the asking of questions about things, takes priority over any 
reflective analysis of the modes of human knowing. The illusion of skepticism 
is to think that doubts can arise in a global fashion with respect to the whole of 
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our knowledge. But this is pure artifice. Doubts arise with respect to this or that 
alleged claim to knowledge and always against a background of things already 
known and assumed. If doubt were to become truly global, it would be fatal. 
Aquinas’s technical way of putting this point is to say that the intellect, as a 
potency, cannot actualize itself; it must be actualized by objects external to it. 
Only once it is made actual in this way can it pose questions about how it 
knows. And the paltry progress it is capable of making in answering that 
question always presupposes first acts, acts of knowing things, upon which the 
intellect reflects, in order to understand how it knows. 

McDowell wants philosophy to be cured of, to exorcise, the Cartesian 
model. Aquinas is in need of no such extreme medical or religious treatment. 
As Wilhelmsen’s brilliant analysis of “The T and Aquinas,” demonstrates, 
Thomas does not hold that an already constituted ego intends objects. Indeed, 
there is no ego or self at all until there is thought.” The “ego is constituted in 
the act of becoming the other as other . . . self is simply nothing outside of an 
act of consciousness and to be conscious is to be conscious of an other.”*! The 
identity of knower and known in the act of understanding must be interpreted 
in light of the claim that the soul is a potency made actual by knowing objects, 
that it is nothing until it thinks the other as other. As Wilhelmsen puts it, 
“knowing in exercised act is the ego."*? He spells out the distinction between 
signified and exercised act in this way: “Knowledge in signified act is the act of 
being-other-as-other, direct consciousness; knowledge in exercised act is the 
very doing of that knowing which doing . . . knows its own relation to the 
real." The distinction between signified and exercised act, which is derived 
from Cajetan, involves two ways of describing one and the same act. In the 
very act of knowing the real, the intellect knows its own relation to the thing 
known. 

In his discussion of human selfknowledge, Aquinas distinguishes be- 
tween particular and universal. For particular self-knowledge, mere self- 
presence suffices, as when "Socrates perceives that he has an intellectual soul 
because he perceives that he understands.” Some sort of selfpresence, at 
least of the indirect, reflective sort, is necessary for us to have a basis in experi- 
ence to talk about the requisite activities and powers. But sel-knowledge of the 
universal and philosophical kind requires a "diligent and subtle inquiry," pre- 
cisely the oblique line of inquiry found in Aristotle’s De Anima. The depiction 
of the self as existing only in its knowing of the other as other and its apprehen- 
sion of itself only in reflection on that very act of knowing the other stands in 
marked contrast to McDowell's Hegelian conception of the identity of knower 
and known as a redundant sameness. 

Given his debt to Gadamer's understanding of rationality as a social space 
of reasons, it is odd that McDowell never adverts to the phenomenon of 
interpersonal dialogue. As Clarke comments, "in the experience of an authen- 
tic successful interpersonal dialogue, it is impossible" for anyone “to believe 
sincerely that the other is not equally as real as his own self and equally 
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interacting with him, to believe that he is somehow positing the other's reality 
and action from within himself." More significantly, in a successful dialogue, 
or even for us to be aware that an attempt at dialogue has failed, it cannot be 
the case that form or structure comes from within or is imposed by the mind 
itself. Instead, the “whole point” of a dialogue is “that we do in fact succeed in 
taking in meaningful, intangible forms from without, preformed, prestruc- 
tured by an active source other than ourselves.”* Like all substances, persons 
are not just present to us but present to us in active and distinctive modes. 
Unlike other clearly nonrational substances, persons are, or at least can be, 
actively present to us in ways that demand that we interpret their actions in 
certain ways, or at least that we account for our rival interpretations of their 
actions. The dialogical other is not merely present to us, but actively present to 
us, actively confirming or actively resisting our interpretation of the content, 
meaning, and purpose of her speech and action. 


Nature, Habit, and Animal Rationality 


Were it not for interaction with others, inanimate and animate, we could 
not even know ourselves. Aristotle’s entire method in the De Anima—the 
movement from object to act to power to essence—illustrates the indirect and 
oblique approach to human self-knowledge: “According to formula (kata 
logon), activities or actions are prior to powers.” In marked contrast to modern 
approaches to mind, the study of the soul “pertains to natural philosophy from 
its mode of defining." Nussbaum and Putnam comment, 


The mind-body problem . . . starts from a focus on the special nature of 
mental activity—therefore from just one part of the activity of some among 
living beings. . . . Aristotelian hylomorphism, by contrast, starts from a 
general interest in characterizing the relationship, in things of many kinds, 
between organization or structure and their material composition. . . . It asks 
two questions in particular . . . How do and should we explain or describe 
the changes we see taking place in the world? . . . What is it about individ- 
uals that makes them the very things that they are?" 


McDowell himself appeals to Aristotle in his discussion of "second na- 
ture," but given the lingering Kantianism in his account, McDowell has real 
difficulty explaining the relationship between second and first nature. The 
relationship between first and second nature is far from clear. In some places, 
he states, "nature includes second nature.”*? In other places, the two remain 
rather bifurcated; second nature is the realm of meaning, while the realm of 
law is void of meaning. Another way of putting the difficulty is in terms of the 
project of reconciling Kant with Aristotle. McDowell's supposition is that 
either nature is neutral and law-like or it is enchanted; we thus seem not to 
have escaped the nineteenth-century division between science and romanti- 
cism, once again a Kantian dichotomy. McDowell traces the enchanted view 


Dependent Animal Rationality 


of nature to the “common mediaeval outlook,” wherein nature is seen as 
“filled with meaning" or as a “book of lessons."^? The vain desire to re-enchant 
the universe risks a “return to mediaeval superstition"?! But this is a less-than- 
helpful caricature of the use of functional or purposive language for animal 
behavior. McDowell’s crude dismissal entails neglect of a sophisticated thesis 
that Alasdair MacIntyre advances with considerable empirical support and 
philosophical cogency: 


Adult human activity and belief are best understood as developing out of, 
and as still in some part dependent upon, modes of belief and activity that 
we share with some other species of intelligent animal, including dolphins. 
... [T]he activities and beliefs of members of those species need to be 
understood as in important respects approaching the condition of language- 
users.*? 


What MacIntyre point us toward is a rethinking of nature that might 
contribute to a reconsideration of freedom and of reason, or, in McDowell’s 
terms, of the freedom of reason. McDowell provides no such account. At one 
point, he urges a rethinking of nature “to make room for spontaneity.” But he 
crudely reduces naturalism to what he pejoratively calls “bald naturalism,” a 
position that subsumes the logical space of reasons under the logical space of 
nature.?* Bald naturalism reduces the “space of reasons to something already 
unproblematically natural.” If there is an uneasy fit between the account of 
nature and that of second nature, then we seem not to have overcome the 
Kantian dichotomies but only to have produced more sophisticated versions of 
them. If we find this sort of dualism untenable, as McDowell purports to, then 
we can opt for bald naturalism or rethink our conception of nature. For the 
latter, we might turn to Aristotle, who locates the study of the soul as a part of 
natural philosophy, as an instance of the relationship of form and matter, soul 
and body, typical of animate life. In fact, McDowell often refers to second 
nature as “actualizing the potentialities of our nature.” “Bildung,” he writes, 
“actualizes natural potentialities.”* 

McDowell’s view of the pervasiveness of the conceptual raises the ques- 
tion of how sub-human animals could have anything like an experience of the 
world. McDowell avails himself of Gadamer’s distinction between animal 
environment and human world. The animal’s interaction with its environ- 
ment is driven by biological necessity. How are we not left with a dualism of 
the animal and the human, a dualism that would render otiose his appeals to 
construing our rationality and subjectivity as thoroughly articulated in terms of 
our animal nature? Since McDowell wants to avoid a Cartesian conception of 
animal life and behavior as thoroughly mechanistic, he attributes to animals a 
“proto-subjective sensitivity,” an “analogue to subjectivity” in their “sensitivity 
to features of its environment." As McDowell himself concedes, it is difficult 
to gain any clear sense of what this analogous sort of subjectivity could be, 
given that our experience is inherently conceptual, whereas an animal’s can- 
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not be. Whatever the nature of animal experience might be, there is a chasm 
between itand the human. It is hard to see McDowell’s comparison of animal 
and human as analogous rather than equivocal. 

Aquinas speaks of animal behavior and “reasoning” in much more dif- 
ferentiated terms. Clearly Thomas’s account of animals is empirically inade- 
quate from the perspective of contemporary science. Yet his approach, and 
especially that of his teacher, Albert the Great, does not involve deductions 
from metaphysical suppositions about the hierarchy of being. Instead, it is 
predicated on empirical observations about the physiological conditions for 
speech—a topic that should be of some interest to McDowell, given his own 
emphasis on second nature as a realm of rational discourse. Albert was con- 
cerned with the hierarchy of animals, and especially with their capacities to 
communicate through vocal sound.^* His attention to differences among ani- 
mal capacities does not "obscure . . . the significance of the continuity and 
resemblances between some aspects of the intelligent activities of nonhuman 
animals and the language-informed practical rationality of human beings."^? 
Albert focuses especially on the physiological conditions necessary for voice 
(vox), for example, tongue, palate, larynx, and so forth. On this view, animals 
may indeed have experience, since they possess the middle powers of the soul 
such as memory and imagination requisite for receiving and retaining images 
and even for making limited inferences from them. Higher animals possess an 
estimative power similar to the human particular reason that allows for a 
comparison and contrast of singulars. Their experiential cognition is a shadow 
of reason. They have a kind of prudence that imitates human reasoning and 
are thus capable of receiving instruction. They cannot, however, be taught in 
the sense of receiving doctrine; for they are incapable of apprehending of the 
universal in the particular, of abstracting the universals that are the starting 
points of science. Of course, there will be differences even at the level of 
experience, since the intermediate powers in humans are not identical to those 
in animals. In us, the powers of memory and particular reason are accommo- 
dated to, and immediately serve, the higher powers of reason. Nonetheless, 
there are similarities in function between the intermediate powers in us and in 
animals.9? 

Albert and Aquinas deploy functional and purposive language in the de- 
scription and explanation of animal behavior. But the use of such language 
need not exclude the use of more strictly physical or chemical descriptions. As 
Nussbaum and Putnam argue in their defense of Aristotle's account of the 
soul, Aristotle and Aquinas hold that all animal action has "necessary material 
conditions," and these conditions are capable of the sort of description typical 
of modern science. The question is whether such descriptions provide com- 
plete or adequate explanations. Indeed, the deeper question is whether the 
scientist can describe what she is explaining without the use of minimally 
teleological language. Even if it does not enter directly into all the types of 
explanation operative in science, it might nonetheless operate as an implicit 
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background for identification and understanding. McDowell’s conflation of 
meaning in natural science with medieval superstition implies that the intro- 
duction of any amount of teleological language leads inevitably to alchemy 
and magic.®! 

In his assertion of an unbridgeable gulf between the impoverished world 
of animals, wherein “sentience is in the service of a mode of life that is 
structured by immediate biological imperatives,” and the “free, distanced atti- 
tude” of human beings toward the world, McDowell stands in the tradition of 
Gadamer and Heidegger, the latter of whom concentrates on the absence 
among animals of what he calls the “as-structure” of perception. MacIntyre 
notes that Heidegger’s account works only for the less complex forms of animal 
life; it ignores or misunderstands the characteristic activities of “dogs, chim- 
panzees, gorillas, dolphins.” These animals 


do not merely respond to features of their environment, they actively ex- 
plore it; they devote perceptual attention to the objects that they encounter; 
they inspect them from different angles; they recognize the familiar, they 
identify and classify; they may on occasion treat one and the same object 
first as something to be played with and then as something to be eaten, and 
some of them recognize and even grieve for what is absent. Most important 
of all, they exhibit in their activity belief-presupposing and belief-guided 
intentions and they are able to understand and to respond to the intentions 
communicated by others. 


Thus does Aquinas note that some animals make “natural judgments” and ex- 
hibit a “semblance of reason" as “they share in. . . natural prudence.” Animals 
do indeed lack a sense of the world as a whole, and they do not make judgments 
about their judgments, which Aquinas says “belongs only to reason." 9? 

If Aquinas attends to the semblances of reason in animal behavior, he is 
also acutely aware of the bodily conditions of human knowing and acting. 
Responding to the query about whether God gave the human body an apt 
disposition, Aquinas focuses on the “upright stature" of human beings.5* In 
animals, the senses reside primarily in the face; but these senses are disposed 
quite differently toward the external world in lower and higher primates. In us, 
the face is distant from the earth and turned toward what is above the ground. 
This befits the distinctive functions of our senses, which are not limited to 
fulfilling biological needs. Our senses provide avenues for higher-level interac- 
tion with nature and other human beings. Beyond meeting bodily needs, we 
take delight in the beauty of sensible things.» We are open to and receptive of 
the whole: "The more subtle sense of sight discloses the many differences of 
things .. . so that we can gather intelligible truth from all things, earthly and 
heavenly.”© If our mouths and tongues resembled those of other animals, they 
would “obstruct speech, which is the proper work of reason.” 

Aquinas’s attention to the apparently insignificant characteristics of the 
human tongue underscores the importance of the sense of touch for human 
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intelligence. Contrary to the often-heard complaint that Western philosophy 
privileges exclusively the sense of sight and thus an abstract and detached 
model of objectivity, Aquinas highlights the role of touch.$" By comparison 
with the bodies of other animals, the human body is feeble, that is, less imme- 
diately equipped with powers serving the maintenance of life. Instead of a 
“fixed” set of bodily powers, it has reason and the hand, the organ of organs, 
able to craft limitless tools. Moreover, the human body is capable of activities 
transcending those concerned with mere survival. For these activities of 
knowledge and communication, the human body is suited with an “equable 
complexion, a mean between contraries,” which enable human beings to 
receive and discriminate an array of sensible qualities. Such a complexion is 
prominent in the sense of touch, especially in the hand, which actually grasps 
and takes on the form of the thing held. There is a striking analogy here 
between the hand’s grasping of objects and the intellect’s grasping of the forms 
of the things.®* 

The link between touch and intelligence, and the analogy between touch 
and thought, illustrate from yet another vantage point the remarkable union of 
soul and body. The intellectual soul is the first act of the entire body, animat- 
ing and informing the whole. This has important ramifications for the sub- 
rational powers of the human soul. As was true for Aristotle, so too for Aquinas, 
the passions are not seen as powers inherently subversive of reason or as utterly 
alien to it. The participation of the lower, sensitive powers in reason is promi- 
nent in Aquinas’s examination of the passions. Since the passions reside in the 
sensitive appetite, it might seem that they could not be subject to moral 
appraisal. Yet Aquinas’s longest treatment of the passions occurs precisely in an 
ethical treatise, the opening of the second part of the Summa Theologiae, and 
not in his various investigations of human nature prior to ethics. The task of 
ethics is not to create a clear demarcation between reason and passion and 
then to have reason fend off the vagrant impulses of passion. The faulty as- 
sumption here is that of an unbridgeable gap between intellect and will, on the 
one hand, and the sensitive appetite, on the other. Aquinas counters with 
Aristotle’s teaching that, while the lower appetites are not intrinsically rational, 
they are amenable to rational persuasion and thus may participate in reason. 

Aquinas divides the passions into concupiscible and irascible. The former 
(which includes love and hatred, joy and sorrow) pertains to sensible good and 
evil absolutely, while the latter (which encompasses hope and despair, daring 
and fear) has a more narrow scope: the arduous or difficult good or evil.” The 
restricted scope of the irascible passions indicates their auxiliary and subordi- 
nate role; they are called into action when we encounter arduous goods or 
onerous evils. Since they concern a restricted good, they pertain to movement 
alone, as in struggle or flight, not to repose. In contrast to an influential strain 
of modern philosophy, which sees human movement as motivated primarily 
by fear or flight from what is inconvenient or unpleasant, Aquinas sees this as a 
secondary motive, parasitic on the primary motivation of love for the good. 
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Thus the concupiscible powers are prior to the irascible; and among the 
concupiscible powers, the first is love, whose inclination to the good is the 
cause of all the passions."! 

By contrast to Aquinas's account of the reciprocal suitability of intellect 
and body to one another, the approach of both McDowell and Gadamer 
leaves us with a dualism characteristic of the romantic, humanist attempt to 
safeguard the human from the scientific. The question here is whether such 
a division allows for the possibility that science could teach us anything about 
the human. If so, and if we wish to avoid reductionistic naturalism, what 
McDowell calls bald naturalism, then the question is whether we can develop 
a naturalism sufficiently enriched to be a basis for the notion of second nature. 
A related sort of difficulty surfaces in McDowell’s discussion of freedom. 
McDowell’s own critique of Kantian interiority is implicitly a critique of the 
attempt to secure freedom by carving out a realm of autonomy uninfluenced 
by anything external to it. But what might an alternative account of freedom 
look like? 

Modern attempts to ground knowledge in anthropology and metaphysics 
have typically led to two unwelcome stances: dualism or reductionistic natu- 
ralism. The latter obscures from view the peculiarly human capacities of 
engaging the world and others, while the former severs the human from the 
animal. There need not be so much of a gap between animals and humans if 
we can revive functional, that is to say, purposive, language for lower animals. 
Were we to discover not a sharp gap between animal environment and human 
world but a hierarchical and analogically differentiated set of relationships, 
then we would have to put into question the Kantian bifurcation of the realm 
of scientific law from that of human freedom.” It may well be that we would 
discover a sort of hierarchy of levels of interaction with the world and among 
members of particular species. 

Here we might find Plantinga’s recent work on proper function sugges- 
tive, if ultimately inadequate. Plantinga insists upon the way the language of 
function and purpose is pervasively operative in our discourse about natural 
and human substances. Can we distinguish Plantinga’s naturalism from the 
reductionistic sort? Although he claims that his view is thoroughly naturalistic 
and provides the same sort of account as that typically put forth in the natural 
and human sciences, Plantinga does show signs of seeing the need for an 
enriched and enlarged naturalism.’* He takes on directly the attempt in the 
sciences to rid themselves of all language of function and purpose, and he 
maintains that Quine's naturalism, based as it is in functional generalizations, 
needs and implicitly contains the normative notion of proper function.” He 
cautions, moreover, that proper function and its allied conceptions of nor- 
malcy and health are not to be understood merely statistically. Following Reid, 
he holds that sound understanding presupposes the proper development and 
training of the mind, not just the absence of dysfunction."? In contrast to the 
atomistic and individualistic analysis that standardly accompanies the true 
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belief model of knowledge, he holds that while justification may be indi- 
vidualistic, warrant is not. Finally, Plantinga’s rejection of the deontological 
“ought” and his suggestion of a different sort of normativity, a naturalistic 
“ought,” is precisely the line of inquiry that needs to be pursued. Such an 
understanding of obligation evades the characteristic Kantian division of im- 
peratives into hypothetical and categorical and thus has no need for extrava- 
gant Kantian notions of freedom and autonomy. 

As we noted in the previous chapter, numerous aspects of proper function 
point us in the direction of a virtue epistemology. Plantinga’s only explicit 
examination of nature and nurture is disappointing, however. In his discussion 
of the roles of nature and nurture in our perception of objects, Plantinga notes 
that although we are naturally endowed with the capacity to see and dis- 
tinguish objects, speech about objects involves the to some extent socially 
inculcated ability to see an object as this or that. As he puts it, one must learn to 
perceive that a thing “looks thus and so.” He comments that the proper func- 
tioning of faculties includes their modification in the way dictated by the 
design plan. This opens up the possibility of—indeed, seems to require—a 
substantive and rich account of virtue. What he states later about the need to 
combine in our conception of warrant the notion of proper cognitive function 
with a sense of “felt inclination,” of a “perceived attractiveness” or “fitting- 
ness," would most naturally be spelled out in terms of a virtue theory.” Yet in 
the section on perception, Plantinga concludes his inquiry at precisely the 
juncture where it becomes interesting. Having implicitly raised a very interest- 
ing question about the role of second nature even in what appears to be most 
basic to our first nature, Plantinga ends his discussion with the unsatisfying 
remark that both nature and nurture contribute to perception"? 

The lack of attention to nurture, to the role of habit and education in the 
development and proper functioning of our cognitive faculties, leaves Plan- 
tinga open to attack by Zagzebski, who hits upon the basic problem in Plan- 
tinga's proper function model, a problem that is the inverse of the difficulty 
generated by McDowell’s account. The difficulty with Plantinga's position has 
to do with the focus on artifacts and machines as paradigmatic.” Zagzebski 
rightly counters that the proper functioning of machines is hardly an apt basis 
for understanding the excellences of the virtues. Even were Plantinga's natu- 
ralism notso mechanistic, it would still be inadequate, according to her. Given 
the intrinsic limitations of naturalism, she goes on to argue that we must 
overcome naturalism because of the difference between the natural scientist's 
“struggle with facts" and the moral scientists emphasis on “what ought to 
be."9? This reinstitution of the now-long-abandoned is/ought distinction is 
much too hasty. It is instructive to note that the attack on the is/ought distinc- 
tion had to do with recovering functional and purposive language for human 
action. The goal then would seem to be to retain the language of function and 
purpose without taking machines and artifacts as normative. Indeed, Plantinga 
leaves himself open here to the charge that he has failed to take seriously the 
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social conditions of proper function, the way particular practices inform our 
understanding of intellectual as well as moral excellence. 


Freedom from Philosophy? 


McDowell’s attempted exorcism of skeptical worries and foundationalist 
projects involves a repudiation of what he calls “constructive philosophy.” The 
realm of meaning or justification is that of second nature or Bildung; in our 
ethical training, we are “initiated into the space of reasons”; the “ethical is the 
domain of rational requirements.”*! In repudiating constructive philosophy, 
McDowell hopes to leave us with “no norms except specific ones,” whose 
investigation is not especially philosophic.*? He opposes modern anxieties over 
justification to Wittgensteinian therapy and sides with the latter, which desires 
to “give philosophy peace.” There are two sorts of questions to be raised about 
McDowell’s therapeutic cure for what ails philosophy. 

The first sort are internal to McDowell’s project in Mind and World. 
There are good reasons to think that McDowell’s Wittgensteinian therapy is at 
odds with the epistemological internalism—with its accent on epistemic rights 
and duties, on the justification of knowledge—that he advocates, for example, 
in his reference to “rational requirements.” A further echo of internalism can 
be found in McDowell’s insistence that we reserve the notion of belief “for 
what is in one’s control."* Even in cases where one simply finds oneself with a 
belief, “the question of one’s entitlement to the belief can be raised.” Are the 
strong ethical demands of reflection, demands of the rigorous internalist sort, 
compatible with his Wittgensteinian goal of giving philosophy rest? Given his 
calm dismissal of skeptical worries, the refutation of which figures prominently 
in internalism, McDowell’s approach is at variance with classical internalism. 
What resurfaces here is “modern tension between knowledge as normative 
and as the result of an exercise of natural powers."5* 

The second kind of question has to do with whether McDowell’s contrast 
between constructive philosophy and the therapy that gives rest exhausts the 
possibilities for philosophy. It is important to note that McDowell does not 
imagine that all meaningful questions will evaporate after the exorcism of 
constructive philosophy. But the remaining questions will be specific ques- 
tions, not particularly philosophical. On this issue, McDowell leaves un- 
developed his gestures in the direction of Gadamer, whose conception of 
philosophy as dialogical conversation between traditions of inquiry we have 
previously invoked. On this score, MacIntyre is much closer to Gadamer than 
is McDowell. McIntyre offers a detailed description of the rationality of prac- 
tices or crafts and of narratives or traditions. Recall, for example, his statement 
that “to become adept in a craft... , one has to learn how to apply" a 
distinction "between what as activity or product merely seems good to me and 
what really is good, a distinction always applied retrospectively as part of learn- 
ing from one's earlier mistakes and surpassing one's earlier limitations."*? 
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MacIntyre thus points in the direction of standards of excellence internal to 
practices, standards embodied in the virtues germane to a particular practice 
and amenable to historical development through conversation about the aims 
and means of realizing the excellences proper to the practice. In this context 
and even more so in the context of questions about how any set of particular 
practices can be organized into a unified human life, theoretical questions will 
undoubtedly arise. As MacIntyre puts it, “There is. . . no form of philosophical 
enquiry . . . that is not practical in its implications, just as there is no practical 
enquiry that is not philosophical in its presuppositions."56 

MacIntyre suggests a third way between the advocates of philosophy as a 
theoretical enterprise of establishing epistemological foundations and a flight 
from theory in its entirety. That, in some form, is the position we intend to 
develop on the basis of Aquinas’s texts, a position most accessible through a 
consideration of Aquinas’s reading of Aristotle. It turns out, as will be made 
clear in the next chapter, that Aquinas’s reading of Aristotle highlights the 
aporetic or dialectical status of the questions regarding theory and practice. 
Aquinas’s own attempt to move toward a more adequate set of responses to 
these questions involves, in part, an extension of certain positions latent in 
Aristotle and, in part, the deployment of Neoplatonic and Christian resources. 


Metaphysics and /as Practice 


One constructive response to the critique of “constructive philosophy,” as 
found in McDowell and others, aims to recover the primordial sense of philos- 
ophy as a way of life. This sort of reading of Aristotle, indeed, of ancient 
philosophy, has gained a certain currency in recent years because of the work 
of Pierre Hadot. In his book, What Is Ancient Philosophy? Hadot notes in 
Aristotle “the intimate link between knowledge and aftectivity.”! He observes 
more broadly that entrance into the philosophical schools of antiquity in- 
volved the “choice of a certain way of life,” an “existential option” requiring a 
“conversion of one’s entire being, and ultimately a willingness to be and live in 
a certain way."? To readers of Gadamer or Wittgenstein, Hadot's remarks about 
the circularity of doctrine and practice ofa way of life will sound quite familiar. 


This existential option implies . . . a certain vision of the world, and the task 
of philosophical discourse will therefore be to reveal and rationally justify 
this existential option. . . . Theoretical philosophical discourse is thus born 
from this initial existential option, and it leads back to it, insofar as—by 
means of its logical and persuasive force, and the action it tries to exert upon 
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the interlocutor—it incites both masters and disciples to live in genuine 
conformity with their initial choice. 


What remains somewhat suppressed in Hadot’s account is the role of truth, 
propositional or otherwise, in the unfolding of this “existential option.” The 
ancient philosophical genre of the protreptic, the discourse that seeks to initiate 
the beginner into a specific way of life, does not offer to the reader a series of 
demonstrative arguments; it is, rather, a rhetorical text aiming at rational 
persuasion and addressing the rational appetite for happiness. One cannot, as a 
precondition of adopting a way of life, test out each of the propositions or logical 
entailments of a particular philosophical school. But the conversion to a par- 
ticular school is at least in part an invitation to begin probing its theses for their 
internal coherence and depth and for their superiority to the claims of other 
philosophical schools. There is also the question of whether a philosophical 
school can deliver on its promise to transform one’s life. Thus it paves the way 
for the possibility that argument could lead one to adopta different way of life as 
having a superior account of the good. Consider, for example, the way Socratic 
questioning makes Augustine intellectually dissatisfied with the teachings of 
the Manicheans, or the way, despite its rational superiority to Manicheanism, 
Augustine abandons Platonism for Christianity because only the latter could 
heal his soul and effectively turn him toward the good. 


Aristotelian Aporiae 


Like Augustine, Aquinas works out of an inherited tradition of philosophi- 
cal and theological reflection, one that has had much to say about metaphysics 
and practice. Although the influences on Aquinas’s thought are numerous, 
there is no question that on the topic of the relationship of metaphysics to 
practice, or even on the nature of practice itself, Thomas is preoccupied with a 
set of difficulties, knots, problems (aporiae) that he inherits from the texts of 
Arístotle.* Aquinas does his best to resolve these difficulties by internal appeal 
to parallel passages in Aristotle or by a development of what he takes to be the 
trajectory of Aristotle's thought on a variety of subject matters. But the dialecti- 
cal engagement of Aristotle affords Aquinas the opportunity to find a place for 
authorities, texts, and arguments from rival traditions, particularly from the 
neo-Platonic tradition. It also affords him the opportunity to be quite explicit 
about the limitations to philosophical inquiry about the most significant ques- 
tions, especially concerning God, creation, and the human good. This pre- 
pares the way for a dialectical encounter between philosophy and theology. 

Very early in the Ethics, Aristotle affirms the primacy of practice in his 
examination of the good life for human beings. In the first book, Aristotle 
famously argues that the end of human life is happiness and then proceeds to try 
to delimit that activity or set of activities in which happiness consists. Although 
Aristotle will insist at great length later in the Ethics that the good life, or 
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happiness, is the most pleasant life available to human beings, he begins by 
dismissing the life of pleasure as a candidate for the good life. Beyond his worry 
over the human propensity to identify happiness with the satisfaction of bodily 
appetites, he is concerned that the experience of pleasure is merely a passive 
and subjective state of contentment. Instead, Aristotle resolutely affirms that 
happiness is an activity, or rather that itis a set of coordinated activities involving 
the repetitious performance of acts of certain kinds. His succinct description is 
that happiness is “activity of soul in accord with complete excellence.” The 
good life is a way of being and acting in the world; habits—virtues or vices— 
determine one’s character. They are inculcated by the repetitious performance 
of acts of certain types; once formed, habits reliably produce acts in harmony 
with the character from which they flow. 

But all this talk about reliability, as we have seen previously, can be deeply 
misleading as a way of depicting virtue. Instead of a mechanistic picture, with 
connotations of mindless rote conformity, Aquinas’s vision of virtue portrays 
the virtuous agent as capable of perceiving more, with greater subtlety, in 
concrete circumstances and thus as acting in accord with greater freedom. 

The primacy of practice in Aristotle’s Ethics is evident in his frequent 
claim that the virtues are inculcated in the same way as skills in crafts, that is, 
by repetitious action. It is, Aristotle insists, “by doing just acts that the just man 
is produced,” not by taking “refuge in theory.” Some want to take Aristotle’s 
worries about theory, in the sphere of practice, as opening up the possibility of 
subsuming theoria under phronesis. But this courts a reductionism of a dif 
ferent sort from the one so commonly discussed in twentieth-century philoso- 
phy. Instead of a reduction of prudential discrimination to theory, this move 
would reduce theory to prudence. Instead, what we find in the writings of 
Aristotle and Aquinas is an interplay between practice and theory, a complex 
set of analogies that presuppose fundamental distinctions. Of course, any such 
interaction must be seen in light ofa set of fundamental distinctions. 

In his discussion of types of virtuous activities, Aristotle distinguishes be- 
tween theoretical and practical on the basis of whether the end pursued in the 
activity is for the sake of knowing (theoretical) or doing (practical). He further 
divides the practical into acting, in which the doing is an end in itself, and 
making, in which the goal is to produce something that flows from, but is 
extrinsic to, the activity itself. Aristotle rather hastily dismisses making (techne) 
as a possible candidate for the human good because its excellence is not 
principally in the human agent but in the product. By contrast, the goods 
sought in contemplation and in moral action inhere in the agent as perfective 
of her. As Aristotle puts it in the Metaphysics, there is a difference between 
immanent and transitive actualities, the former of which remain in the agent, 
whereas the latter pass into an extrinsic object. Despite the dismissal of techne 
as a candidate for the human good, neither Aristotle nor Aquinas underesti- 
mates the important role of arts and productive activities for the good life of 
human beings. A host of productive activities will enter directly into, and make 
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possible human participation in, the good. Even here, Aristotle will insist that 
a good political order is not defined solely by its ability to be productive, but 
rather by the ways in which it fosters virtuous action on the part of citizens. But 
the lines are not as clearly drawn by Aristotle as they sometimes appear to be; 
for example, construction is involved in the sort of analogy-forming activities 
in which prudence (phronesis) regularly engages. Politics itself involves the 
cultivation, fostering, and ordering of a variety of productive practices. 

The primacy of practice and the normative examples of practices or crafts 
for the good life render Aristotle’s own explicit demotion of techne or craft 
somewhat misleading. On the one hand, the activity of a techne, since its 
perfection consists in external things and not in the agent herself, is not a 
candidate for the good life. On the other, crafts provide analogies for the 
inculcation of virtue since they involve the formation of an apprentice, under 
the guidance of a master practitioner, in the appropriate habits. Moreover, 
Aquinas’s preoccupation with pedagogy, with the relationship of teacher to 
student, and with the integration of contemplation and action in the life of the 
teacher, whose ultimate model is Christ—all this underscores the importance 
of the craft or art of teaching. An even more striking elevation of techne or ars 
can be seen in the claim that the exemplar of all human endeavors, specula- 
tive or practical, is the divine art. Christ himself is called the “Art” of the 
Father. In this context, ethical practice itself is mimetic, an imitation of the 
divine life. 

None of this, however, undermines the basic distinction between different 
types of activity or actuality; indeed, it is only from the perspective of these 
distinctions that we can begin to appreciate Aquinas’s theological reworking of 
them. As Gadamer observes, praxis differs from poesis or techne precisely in 
that the product of the latter is separable from the one who produces it, while 
the former involves the “realization of the person himself.” This has important 
consequences for teaching, the communication of knowledge and wisdom. 
What comes under the purview of phronesis cannot be taught in the way 
specialized techniques are; the sort of knowledge held by prudence is insepar- 
able from the personal habits of discernment in concrete conditions. Thus, the 
knowledge is embedded within a specific set of practices and is not transferable 
as a set of abstract techniques. He broadens the point: “The ideal of objective 
theory, neutral in regard to all the interests at stake in any practical application 
of it, and consequently capable of any application one might wish to make, is 
neither Platonic nor Aristotelian.” 

Underscoring the intimate connection between the discussion of actuality 
in Metaphysics IX and the discussion of the virtues in the Ethics, Aquinas 
quotes the Metaphysics in his commentary on the Ethics: “Action is an opera- 
tion remaining in the agent himself, as to see, to understand, or to will. But 
making is an operation passing into exterior matter in order to form something 
as to build or to cut."* Conversely, in his commentary on the Metaphysics, he 
introduces the topic of value or perfection: 
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When, beyond the act of a power, some work is constituted, that act perfects 
the work, not the agent of the work. . . . But when there is no other work 
produced beyond the operation of the power, then the action exists in the 
agent as its perfection and does not pass into some exterior thing. . . . 
Happiness consists in such an operation . . . because it is the good of the one 
who is happy.? 


Aquinas here draws attention to connections between the Ethics and the 
Metaphysics. An old debate about the connection between moral philosophy 
and other disciplines in Aristotle’s corpus has recently been revived, with 
partisans dividing up between, on the one hand, those who think that the 
arguments of ethics draw upon principles established elsewhere—say, in natu- 
ral philosophy or metaphysics—and, on the other, those who insist on the 
autonomy of ethics whose principles are established dialectically by examining 
phenomena peculiar to moral inquiry. In her recent book, Cognition of Value 
in Aristotle’s Ethics, Deborah Achtenberg argues for an alternative construal of 
the relation between metaphysics and ethics: metaphysics does not supply 
demonstrations for use in ethics but rather complements ethics by offering a 
fully worked out understanding of certain terms and theses.!° This fits Aquinas’s 
conception of metaphysics as a sapiential mode of discourse that investigates 
the principles or starting points of the particular sciences and orders the multi- 
ple sciences in relation to one another and in relation to the human good. 

But Aquinas has even more precise distinctions to make regarding meta- 
physics. In addition to his commentary on the opening of Aristotle’s Meta- 
physics, on the subject matter of metaphysics, also relevant is his extended 
reflection on the hierarchy of the sciences in his commentary on the De 
Trinitate of the neo-Platonist Boethius. In the hierarchy of sciences, meta- 
physics is preceded by physics, which treats of what exists in matter and mo- 
tion, and mathematics, which treats of objects in abstraction from matter and 
motion. Of course, physics itself involves abstraction; it abstracts from what 
Aquinas calls “signate matter,” the matter at which one can point—for exam- 
ple, this flesh and these bones. But in its study of the natures and universal 
attributes of physical things, it does not abstract entirely from matter; other- 
wise, natural things would be misconstrued. Definitions of animals must in- 
clude reference to flesh and bones, but not to this particular flesh or these 
bones. One must include common matter, but not individualized matter. 
Mathematics is at a further remove from the sensible order. Its objects are 
neither in matter nor in motion. It might seem from the trend of consideration 
in these sciences that the last science in the hierarchy would be constituted by 
an even greater degree of abstraction. Metaphysics, however, does not study 
objects at a higher level of abstraction. Indeed, the order of the hierarchy can 
be misleading, since for Aristotle and Aquinas, and in marked contrast to Plato, 
mathematics does not provide a path into metaphysics. In the order of peda- 
gogy that Aquinas inherits from Aristotle, mathematics and logic precede the 
properly philosophical disciplines of natural philosophy, the soul, ethics, and 
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politics, and finally metaphysics. Not being tied to complex empirical condi- 
tions, logic and mathematics are more easily apprehended by inexperienced 
youth. A result of this departure from Plato’s order of disciplines in the divided 
line, wherein mathematics is the bridge between the material and the imma- 
terial, is that mathematics does not, for Aristotle or Aquinas, provide privileged 
access to being. 

Instead of mathematics, physics, or natural philosophy, which includes 
the study of the soul, is the proper avenue into metaphysics. In each of these 
disciplines—in physics’ conclusion with a proof for an unmoved mover or in 
the study of the soul’s searching examination of the nonmateriality of the 
intellect and the prospects for its immortality—we encounter nonmaterial 
beings, powers, and activities that are not properly part of the subject matters of 
the disciplines antecedent to metaphysics. As was noted at the outset, Ralph 
Mclnerny provides a succinct description of the origins of metaphysics, its 
subject matter, and its goal, at least as Thomas construes these: 


In the study of natural things we are compelled to appeal to causes which 
are not themselves natural and we come thereby to see that not everything 
which is is material. This serves as the basis for seeking yet another science 
which will have as its subject, not being of a particular kind, but being as 
such. Proceeding horizontally so to speak this science will seek knowledge 
of what belongs per se to being after the fashion of properties of its subject. 
In what may be described as a vertical procedure, it will seek the cause of its 
subject, the efficient and, preeminently, the final cause of whatever is, of 
being as being. 


If the transition from physics to mathematics marks a retreat from the real 
order, the turn to metaphysics signals a movement in the direction of the real. 
Not abstraction but negative judgment (separatio) is the intellectual activity 
that Aquinas associates with metaphysical reasoning." It involves the judg- 
ment that nonmaterial beings exist. If there were no objects capable of existing 
apart from matter, then physics would be first philosophy, the most com- 
prehensive investigation of what is. Objects can be said to be independent of 
matter "either because they never are in matter, as is true of God and the other 
separate substances, or because they are not always in matter, as is true of 
substance, potency and act, and being itself"? So, the proper subject matter of 
metaphysics is ens inquantum ens. The very grammar ofthe phrase ens inquan- 
tum ens, being as being, with its use of the concretely signifying participle ens, 
indicates that the investigation is on the level of concrete beings; yet the mode 
of inquiry into these concretely existing beings concerns what is common to all 
(inquantum). 

MclInerny helpfully distinguishes between two ways of describing meta- 
physics: (a) as the study of being qua being, the horizontal path; and (b) as 
theology, the vertical path. Aristotle's third way of describing metaphysics, as 
hrst philosophy, involves a shift from the temporal order of the study of the 
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disciplines to the order of being. What is first in the order of being is last in the 
order of learning or knowing. Metaphysics is first philosophy in the sense that 
it studies the principles, such as the principle of contradiction, assumed or 
taken for granted in the other specialized sciences. It also has within its pur- 
view the study of the first and highest causes. 

The craft analogy figures prominently in Aristotle’s various discussions of 
this sapiential task of ordering disciplines, inquiries, and activities. In the 
opening of the Metaphysics, Aristotle argues that first philosophy or meta- 
physics is the highest part of philosophy because it pursues knowledge of the 
highest principles and causes, knowledge to which all other inquiries are 
ordered. In the opening of the Ethics, he describes politics as the architec- 
tonic art because it falls to politics to order all human activities to the end of 
the good of the entire community. While maintaining a distinction between 
theoretical and practical activities of the intellect, Aquinas frames his entire 
discussion of the good life in terms of the craft analogy, which highlights the 
communal pursuit of excellences embedded within practices. Among all arts 
and inquiries, wisdom is the one that orders other arts to the human good.!ó 
The prominence and preeminence of this way of framing the question of the 
human good means that practice is more fundamental than theory. Aquinas 
puts it this way in the opening of his commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics: 
"As the Philosopher teaches in his Politics, when several things are ordered to 
one, it is necessary that one be regulative and the others, regulated. . . . All 
sciences and arts are ordered to one end, namely to man's perfection, which is 
happiness." 

Aquinas situates the entire hierarchy of philosophical disciplines within 
the context of a way of life. There are similarities here to Stanley Rosen's 
depiction of Platonist metaphysics as the "attempt to think the whole in the 
sense of attempting to be at home in it; hence wisdom is more like phronesis or 
what comes to mean in Aristotle ‘practical intelligence’ than it is like dialec- 
tic."!5 In fact, metaphysics to some extent overlaps with ethics. The practice of 
metaphysics, motivated by the natural desire to know, involves a variety of 
goods of the rational appetite. If we are to speak of a contest for the best way of 
life, a contest in which the principal contestants are the active and the con- 
templative lives, then the practice of metaphysics marks the culmination of 
the contemplative life. In this sense, the practice of metaphysics as a partial 
fulfillment of the good life is subject to ethical appraisal; indeed, is itself an 
ethical ideal. 

In Aristotle’s texts, clarifications of the nature of the good life are espe- 
cially prominent in the Ethics and the Politics. In the latter text, Aristotle 
returns to the central topic of the Ethics, the “most eligible way of life,” and 
argues against those who dismiss contemplation. They do so on the assump- 
tion that “he who does nothing cannot do well.” Aristotle concurs that we 
should not elevate “inactivity above action, for happiness is activity.” He ampli- 
fies this point, 
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Not that a life of action must necessarily have relation to others, as some 
persons think, nor are those ideas only to be regarded as practical which are 
pursued for the sake of practical results, but much more the thoughts and 
contemplations which are independent and complete in themselves, since 
acting well and therefore a certain kind of action is an end.! 


Now, in the immediate context of this assertion, Aristotle is advancing and 
defending a position on the divine character of the life of contemplation. He 
holds that if perfect activity were limited to practical actions and productions, 
“God and the universe, who have no eternal actions apart from their own 
energies, would be far from perfection.””° Or again, “God is a witness . . . , for 
he is happy and blessed, not by reason of any external good, but in himself and 
by reason of his own nature.”?! Indeed, contemplation fits rather neatly the 
criteria for happiness articulated in the opening of the Ethics. The good is 
desirable and pleasant precisely because it is congruent with the capacities of 
human nature. "It is," Aquinas notes, “of the very meaning of happiness that it 
be self-sufficient and lacking in nothing." Happiness is “maximally contin- 
uous and permanent" (felicitas est maxime continua et permanens).? Aquinas 
himself entertains an objection to the very possibility of virtues being exclu- 
sively theoretical. Such activities seem not to be operative. Aquinas resists 
circumscribing activity or operation to the practical intellect; he states that the 
virtues of the speculative intellect are operative, ordered to the "interior act of 
the intellect, which is to consider truth."?* 


Intellectual Practice: Wonder, Work, and Truthfulness 


In his remarkable little book, Leisure, the Basis of Culture, Josef Pieper 
provides an eloquent defense of the properly human dignity involved in the 
contemplative act of the intellect. He sees our age as afflicted by an absence of 
true leisure, by an immersion in work and a dismissive attitude toward ac- 
tivities that are other than productive or entertaining. In this way, the teleologi- 
cal ordering of human nature to the whole is denied, and humanity is under- 
stood in purely functional terms. Rooted in our capacity for wonder, true 
leisure and contemplation rupture the world of “total work."7^ Pieper is no 
doubt correct about much of what afflicts our age, and he provides a compel- 
ling defense of leisure as involving an openness to the transcendent yet his 
hard opposition of leisure to work leaves us with no way to speak about work 
except in pejorative terms. 

There is, of course, the important difference, evident not just in contrast 
between techne and theoria but also between techne and praxis. Neither the- 
orid nor praxis realizes its end in external matter, but rather in the excellence 
of the agent. Still, there is a problem with insisting on too great a chasm 
between contemplation and crafts. The difficulty with Pieper's contrast be- 
tween wonder or culture and work is that it establishes too sharp a dichotomy 
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between the two arenas, as also between lower and higher, and body and soul. 
Responding to Pieper’s strong contrast between leisure and work, the Thomist 
Yves Simon worries that stressing the dichotomy between culture and work 
may result in the reduction of culture to a realm of effete refinement, which 
itself courts a barbarism of reflection, as Vico called it. Simon counters, “We 
must insist that knowledge of truth, not possession of culture, be our regulating 
ideal.... The good worker and the lover of truth have much in common." 
Instead of a life of leisure, "the real basis of culture—its supporting structure 
and hard core—is to be found rather in activities in the performance of which a 
workmanlike disposition is indispensable."76 This point is nicely expressed in 
Bernard Williams's recent account of "accuracy," the passion for getting things 
right, as a virtue of truthfulness. The sort of ^workmanlike" dispositions com- 
mended by Simon are necessary because of the sheer difficulty of arriving at 
the truth on any subject, a task in which the investigator must confront both 
external and internal obstacles. Williams puts it this way: 


The external obstacles to truth-discovery are an example of the world's 
being resistant to our will. It is, of course, resistant to being changed in 
various ways, but equally it is resistant to being discovered, interpreted, 
unraveled. . . . The fact that there are external obstacles to the pursuit of 
truth is one foundation to our idea of objectivity, in the sense that our beliefs 
are answerable to an order of things that lies beyond our own determina- 
tion. There is also another sense of “objectivity,” in which it is a virtue of 
inquirers, and in this sense it is connected, rather, with internal obstacles to 
discovery and true belief. Selfconscious pursuit of truth requires resistance 
to such things as self-deception and wishful thinking, and one component 
of the virtue of Accuracy . . . lies in the skills and attitudes that resist the 
pleasure principle, in all its forms, from a gross need to believe the agree- 
able, to mere laziness in checking one's investigations.” 


Aquinas, following Aristotle, keeps alive the analogy between virtue and 
work when he argues that the “virtue of a thing is what makes its work good.””® 
Of course, the perfection of practical virtue, as of the contemplative intellec- 
tual virtues, is marked by the ease with which the acts are performed, but that 
is not to deny that habituation of character, a disciplining of will and intellect, 
is nota prequel to the achievement of virtue. Nor is it to deny that on occasion 
the exercise of practical or speculative virtue may involve effort and the over- 
coming of difficulties, as Williams nicely points out.?? 

As Yves Simon urges, the danger with Pieper’s account is that it may set up 
too sharp a dichotomy within the life of the philosopher between contempla- 
tive leisure, on the one hand, and the intellectual work or effort of research and 
reasoning that takes up most of the philosopher’s time and energy, on the 
other. Simon also worries that the oversimplified opposition of culture to work 
fosters a conception of culture as “frivolity” or as a decorative cover for idle- 
ness.?? Simon sees a number of virtues in work, especially manual work. The 
worker must wrestle with conditions that are given; as an individual, the worker 
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is always dependent for success on the help of others, on the division of labor, 
and on various forms of association. Simon writes that the “sociability of the 
worker” involves “activity proportioned to the balance of powers in man.” 

What is suggestive about Simon’s approach to work is the way it counters 
the supposition that work or techne is rooted in a craftsman’s model of making, 
a model that accentuates the independence of the human intellect from mat- 
ter and tends toward a conception of the human intellect as autonomous 
“master and possessor of nature.” Work, for Simon, is rooted in the concrete 
conditions of whatever craft is at issue and is dependent both upon the limita- 
tions of the antecedent material conditions and upon a community of workers. 
Here, techne does not so much lead us away from concrete conditions as it 
moves us toward them. Simon’s thesis thus implies the possibility of a much 
greater integration of techne with phronesis than most Aristotelians or Tho- 
mists have acknowledged. 

Of course, Simon is acutely aware of the contrasts between work and 
contemplation, and Pieper has no intention of fostering an effete, flowery 
culture.*! If Simon, in this respect similar to McDowell, wishes to turn our 
attention to particular spheres of activity, to the concrete conditions of prac- 
tices, he nonetheless shares Pieper’s conviction that philosophy is not a spe- 
cialized sphere of activity peculiarly focused on questions of epistemological 
justification. However much it might unsettle commonplace certitudes, won- 
der has its roots in a variety of everyday experiences: “the philosophical act, the 
religious act, the artistic act, and the special relationship with the world that 
comes into play with the existential disturbance of love or death."?? 

Although philosophy puts in question the “penultimate certitudes . . . of 
everyday reason,” it is nonetheless oriented to an understanding of the shared 
human world and hence cannot be rooted in an individualistic conception of 
the mind. In fact, the pursuit of knowledge about our common world is a 
prime example of what the ancients meant by a common good, a good that is 
not diminished, but is instead increased, by being shared. Human persons 
dwell in the world, not in anxious skeptical doubt or in the comfortable 
certainty of a comprehensive vision, but in hope. The human world is the 
“whole reality, in the midst of which the human being lives, face to face with 
the entirety of existing things,” an understanding of which is not given in the 
"perfection of total understanding, but only in expectation or hope.”?? What 
Pieper proposes, on the basis of a remarkably penetrating reading of Aquinas, is 
a metaphysics of hope, in which one may participate via a multitude of com- 
munal practices. To return to philosophy as hopeful wonder would be to 
recover Aquinas’s alternative to constructive philosophy and the peace that 
gives philosophy rest. 

The analogy between work and the intellectual life forces the social dimen- 
sion back to the fore, since workers, as Simon notes, are permanently depen- 
dent on others, on a division of labor, and on associations of various sorts. Pieper 
himself, it should be said, draws heavily on pagan and Christian conceptions of 
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leisure as rooted in the religious feastand in communal worship, not in flowery 
artistic expression. Moreover, the act of contemplation, although ordered to 
what is eternal and expressive of intimations of immortality, never fully tran- 
scends our finite, bodily condition of existence. To put it bluntly, it never 
transcends the condition of wonder, of ignorance on the way to knowledge. 
Hence, in the highest achievement of the human intellect, we sense the 
inherent limitations and the vulnerability of the human species. 


To wonder is to be on the way, in via. In the Summa theologiae, wonder is 
defined as the desiderium sciendi, the longing for knowledge, an active 
desire for knowledge. Although wonder means not to know, it does not 
mean that we are, in a kind of despair, resigned to ignorance. Out of 
wonder, Aristotle says, comes joy. . . . In its fusion of positive and negative, 
ignorance on the way to further knowledge, wonder reveals itself as having 
the same structure as hope, the same architecture as hope—the structure 
that characterizes philosophy—and, indeed, human existence itself.** 


Following Aquinas, who repeatedly insists on our partial apprehension of the 
divine through philosophical discourse, Pieper introduces a temporal element 
into the very heart of the contemplative life and thereby links the practice of 
philosophy itself to the virtue of hope. The truth about philosophy thus be- 
comes a truth, not just about a select few individuals, but also about the entire 
human race. 

The social dimension of the intellectual life can be seen in a number of 
other ways. First, there is the ancient commitment to dialectical reasoning as 
beginning from received opinions, of the wise and the many. Although philos- 
ophy may, in its openness to the whole and in its critical attitude toward 
opinions, set itself at variance with the unreflective immersion in conventional 
life, it remains rooted in ordinary experience and in the language used in 
conventional life. In fact, Aristotle insists thata convincing philosophical argu- 
ment must, even after it has demonstrated the truth, return to the originating 
opinions and save the phenomena, by accounting for what remains of value in 
them. Moreover, in the realm of philosophy itself, the sense of tradition is 
indispensable for progress. As Aquinas puts it in his commentary on the Meta- 
physics, “while each of the predecessors has discovered something of the truth 
(aliquid de veritate), all the truths brought together into one (simul in unum 
collectum) leads to a great knowledge of the truth.” Moreover, Aristotle’s and 
Aquinas's defenses of the isolated act of contemplation against those who 
would reduce activity to productivity should not lead us to postulate a simple 
opposition of individual to community or of silence to speech. Instead, there is 
a fertile interplay of solitude and communion, silence and speech. 

Second, Aristotle insists that through interaction with others we are “bet- 
ter able both to think and to act." As Paul Ricoeur has recently reminded us, 
the most fertile passages for sorting out the tensions and resources in Aristotle's 
account of the contemplative life and its social dimension occur in the discus- 
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sion of friendship in the Ethics. Even the philosopher is naturally social. 
Others, friends, are crucial for self-knowledge. Ricoeur rightly focuses on the 
complementarity of metaphysics and ethics in this section of the Ethics. The 
human intellect, according to Aristotle’s anthropology, is a potency that is 
made actual only by knowing things other than itself. It knows itself only 
indirectly by reflecting on its knowledge of other things. The order of knowing 
the soul is not through immediate self-possession or through cutting off con- 
nection to other things. Instead, we must follow an oblique route to self 
knowledge, a route that illustrates the principle that the order of knowing is 
inversely related to the order of being. In the latter order, soul or nature comes 
first, then powers, then activities, then objects of activities. But we must reverse 
that path in coming to know our own intellects. What we are aware of first are 
the objects of our activities, from which we discern the activities and the 
powers engaged in those activities, from which in turn we can know something 
of our nature or essence. As Aristotle notes, this means that the activities of our 
friends will be better known to us than our own activities, or at least they will 
aid us in coming to an enriched understanding of ourselves. Ricoeur observes, 


A refined egotism, under the title of philautia, ends up, quite unexpectedly, 
propounding the idea that the happy man or woman needs friends (EN 
9.9). Otherness, therefore, repossesses the rights that philautia appeared to 
eclipse. It is in connection with the notions of capacity and realization— 
that is, finally of power and act—that a place is made for lack and, through 
the mediation of lack, for otherness.?6 


Ricoeur’s focus on capacity and realization, power and act is quite helpful. 
The ontology of substances contains an important distinction between first 
and second act, between the act of existing as a substance of a certain sort, in 
the case as a rational animal, and a variety of acts that the substance is capable 
of realizing because of the capacities peculiar to it. Neither Aristotle nor 
Aquinas treats the first act as involving relations to others. But, in the complex 
order of second acts, beings are inevitably related to others. Potencies are not 
sel-actualizing. Moreover, their actualization aims at a kind of self-revelation 
or self-communication to other beings. Thus we can say that for Aquinas to be 
substance-in-action is “to be substance-in-relation.”*” 

As I suggested at the outset, Aquinas's depiction of contemplation as an 
activity entails (a) that speculative activities must be conceived as a practice 
involving a set of virtues, and (b) that as one activity among many others in 
which human beings engage, speculative activities must be integrated by pru- 
dential judgment into other activities. Another way to put this is to say that the 
entirety of human life, each of the activities in which human beings engage, 
falls under the direction and command of prudence. No single activity or set of 
activities can constitute a good human life; indeed, Aristotle's own exalted 
criteria for happiness, the very criteria that point us inevitably in the direction 
of contemplation, also underscore the limits to the contemplative life as a 
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model for the life of human excellence. These criteria underscore the perma- 
nence and continuity of happiness and thus turn our attention from isolated 
acts or activities to the whole of human life, to a “complete life.” No single 
activity or set of activities can constitute a complete life. How any individual is 
to weave together her various activities, which ought to take precedence when, 
and for what duration, is not something that any deliverance of theory can 
determine; it is a matter of prudential discernment and judgment. 

Of course, Aristotle and Aquinas hold that the objects studied in the 
speculative sciences are necessary; hence there is no need for counsel in the 
investigation of its objects.?^* What they have in mind here is best exemplified 
in a mathematical discipline such as geometry, where the truth of the Pythago- 
rean theorem is not something that is subject to prudential appraisal. Nor, 
significantly, does the character of the geometer—whether she be temperate or 
intemperate, courageous or cowardly—atfect her possession of the truth or her 
ability to demonstrate it before other students of geometry. Yet if we appraise 
an act of virtue, not so much in terms of its object, but “in relation to act,” then 
the right ordering of the soul's powers to act is superior to the intellectual 
virtues. In this respect, and in regard to the exercise of the act, there is room 
and need for counsel to determine ^how and in what order we must proceed in 
them" (sed quantum ad usum earum, utputa quomodo vel quo ordine sit in eis 
procedendum)? The point can be broadened. Counsel, a part of prudence, is 
necessary to determine when and in what ways we ought to engage in the acts 
of the speculative virtues. It would also fall to prudence to discern how the 
activities of the theoretical life are to be woven into the whole of one's life, 
what part they are to play in relation to other activities. The contemplative life 
cannot, strictly speaking, constitute a human life.* 

Aquinas is more explicit than Aristotle about the inherent limitations to 
the achievements of the speculative life. In his discussion of Aristotle on 
contemplation in Book X of the Ethics, he observes that "the intellect is not 
simply something divine, but it is the most divine thing in us."*! In this very 
context in the Ethics, Aristotle is responding to the urging of Simonides that we 
should be content with human things and not strive for things beyond us. 
Aristotle’s poetic and hortatory response is: 


We must not follow those who advise us, being men, to think of human 
things, and, being mortal, of mortal things, but must, so far as we can, make 
ourselves immortal, and strain every nerve to live in accord with the best 
thing in us.” 


Aquinas concurs with Aristotle’s response to Simonides, a response that is 
spelled out more fully in the opening of the Metaphysics, where Aristotle notes 
the defective characterization of divinity with which Simonides operates, a 
characterization of God as hoarding knowledge, as capable of jealousy or 
sorrow at another’s good fortune. But, as superabundant source of all perfec- 
tion, God can in no way be diminished or adversely affected by others; nor can 
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an increase in anyone else’s good diminish his own. The condition for envy is 
not present. 

As much as they may reject Simonides’ despairing advice, Aristotle and 
Aquinas agree in part. Both insist that it is not insofar as we are merely human 
that such an activity is possible for us, but insofar as we have something divine 
in us. Whatever portion of wisdom we possess we hold as gift of the divine. In 
these and other ways, Aquinas stresses the inherent limitations to human 
knowledge of God, even as he introduces an element of temporality into the 
activity of contemplation itself. Of course, the normative conception of con- 
templation has to do with rest, not motion. Still, the contemplative life aspires 
to a knowledge of what escapes its grasp and what must be approached in 
multiple ways, beginning from the variety of perfections found in creatures. 
Thus, in the contemplative life, the intellect itself will make use of discursive 
reasoning and find no final resting place in via. 

In a telling departure from Aristotle, Aquinas, in his commentary on the 
passage in question from the end of the Ethics, substitutes the term intendere, 
‘to reach out toward, for Aristotle’s facere, ‘to make, in Moerbeke’s Latin 
translation. Whereas Aristotle seems here to identify the act of contemplation 
as an act that renders the intellect one with its divine object, Aquinas under- 
scores the incomplete aspiration toward the divine, an aspiration that falls 
short, not just in its duration or intensity, but in its very mode. One might say 
that here Aquinas uses Aristotle against Aristotle to criticize an overly optimis- 
tic conception of the achievements of contemplation. He draws upon Aris- 
totle’s anti-Platonic teaching on human knowledge, a teaching that every act of 
knowing requires a phantasm, something that is neither possible nor desirable 
for the divine mode of knowing. 

Aquinas finds further support for the limitations to contemplation in Aris- 
totle’s discussion of the life of God in Metaphysics XII: “The act of contempla- 
tion is what is most pleasant and best. If, then, God is always in that state in 
which we sometimes are, this compels our wonder; and if he has this life in a 
better way, then this compels it yet more.”*? Metaphysics begins and ends in 
wonder, a fact that leads Aristotle to compare the philosopher, the lover of 
wisdom (amator sapientiae), with the poet or maker of myths. There is a clear 
disparity here between the philosopher’s avowal of ignorance concerning the 
highest things, the lack of possession, and what some fear about the domi- 
nance of self-sufficiency and controlled productivity associated with the crafts- 
man analogy. Indeed, if Aristotle sometimes describes the contemplative life as 
self-sufficient and lacking in nothing, he also praises metaphysics for its use- 
lessness and treats all knowledge of the divine as a gift only partially ap- 


prehended by the philosopher. 
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Metaphysics as Practice 


What Aquinas lays bare in Aristotle is a series of aporiae or disputed 
questions about the contemplative life. Emerging from these investigations is 
both a sense of the importance of the kinds of questions and inquiries pursued 
in the theoretical disciplines and a sense of the inherent limitations of the 
speculative life as exhaustive of the good human life. This is one way, already 
described, of articulating the relationship between metaphysics and practice. 
Prudential discretion and judgment is involved in the determination of pre- 
cisely how the practice of theoretical life, which culminates in metaphysics, is 
to be conducted and how it is to be woven into the manifold practices that 
constitute an individual human life and the life of a community. In this way, 
the notion that philosophical speculation, that is, metaphysical inquiry, is the 
highest good of human life is itself an abstract teaching; metaphysical inquiry 
is but one, even if in some cases the preeminent, part of the good life. 

There are three ways in which one can consider the relationship between 
metaphysics and practice, or speculative philosophy and ethics. First, as we 
have just seen, the question can be formulated as a version of the question of 
the relationship of theoria to phronesis or of the contemplative to the active 
life. Second, one can ask about the status of theoria or speculative philosophi- 
cal inquiry as an activity or practice, an oferatio, involving a host of intellec- 
tual virtues. Third, one can inquire whether metaphysics as a practice or the 
practice of metaphysics involves phronetic reasoning. But there are serious 
objections to this last and most radical thesis. Prudence is about singulars, not 
universals; it is ordered to doing, not knowing; its judgments are informed not 
just by reason but by rightly ordered desire. Can any of this be said of the acts of 
theoria or contemplatio? 

Certainly not, if we limit our consideration to this or that demonstration 
of a necessary truth, but such a punctual and atomistic conception is hardly 
the underlying focus or attraction of the contemplative life. Indeed, Aristotle 
and Aquinas commend it to us as a way of life, appealing to the rational 
appetite; that is, they present it as a good. Although subjective, affective dis- 
positions may be irrelevant to the truth of the propositions in the speculative 
sciences; our discovery of those truths may indeed require the presence of 
certain virtues that rightly order our passions. There are other likenesses be- 
tween metaphysical and ethical practice. Like ethics, and unlike mathemat- 
ics, metaphysics is located toward the end of the disciplines to be studied in 
philosophy. Indeed, metaphysics comes after even ethics; like ethics, it presup- 
poses much experience. Norman Dahl writes, "Content cannot be given to 
basic principles without a wide experience of particulars, and one cannot 
perceive particulars as falling under these principles without a wide variety of 
experience."** Dahl distinguishes between disciplines such as ethics, which 
presupposes experience in its students, and mathematics or logic, which does 
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not. In fact, Aristotle makes the general case at the beginning of the Meta- 
physics that universal judgment arises from many insights (ennoemata) gained 
from experience. Metaphysics would seem to require an even broader range of 
experience than that requisite for ethical inquiry; it would also seem to de- 
mand a greater degree of reflective and critical appropriation of that experi- 
ence, since metaphysics is the discipline, above all others, that investigates the 
“why,” the ultimate principles and causes. 

Support for this point can be garnered from the opening discussion of 
wisdom in the Metaphysics, where Aristotle lists the ability to teach as a sign of 
the presence of wisdom. The good teacher does not simply provide a set of 
pellucid first principles and then set off on deductions from the principles; at 
least outside of mathematics, this is not possible. The first principles them- 
selves must arise from dialectical inquiry, which Aristotle describes as the 
“path to the principles.” To teach by means of dialectic is to make a judicious 
selection from and ordering of examples and inherited opinions: “In the same 
way that the one teaching another leads her to the knowledge of what was 
unknown, so too by discovery someone may lead oneself to the knowledge of 
what was unknown.” Although Aristotle puts forth what he holds to be de- 
monstrative arguments in the Metaphysics, the vast majority of the text consists 
of dialectical investigations of common principles, potency and act, and the 
relationship between singular and universal substance. Pedagogical wisdom in 
this case would involve discernment of which examples to adduce in which 
context. It would also presuppose numerous insights at the level of experience. 

As much as it may deploy phronetic virtues, teaching remains an art; it is 
for Aquinas the supreme craft, for it involves not just the communication of 
truth from teacher to student but also the ordering of all knowledge in relation 
to the highest good. But teaching is not mere technique. Pedagogical phronesis 
or dialectical discernment is not to be confused with techniques easily com- 
municable by teacher to student. On this distinction rests the central debate 
between Plato and the Sophists; indeed, this is the source of Socrates’ apparent 
skepticism about whether virtue can be taught. As Gadamer notes, when it 
comes to the question of the good, “there is no body of knowledge at one’s 
disposal”; “something else is required besides a technique.”** Instead, what is 
needed is a hexis, a habit or disposition, which determines and reflects an 
entire way of being. Gadamer rightly adverts to the crucial role of the non-rule- 
governed activity of dialectic, “not demonstration or proof in the scientific 
sense of a proof (apodeixis), which cogently deduces things from presupposi- 
tions. On the contrary, the dialectical art of differentiation presupposes antece- 
dent familiarity with the subject matter and a continuing preview of, and 
prospect toward, the thing under discussion. Aristotle was right." 

Gadamer argues that in their accounts of phronesis both Plato and Aris- 
totle were “aiming at something common to both practical and theoretical 
knowing that transcends the distinction between them.”** This is a fertile 
proposal, although it is not without a certain risk, namely, that of reducing 
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everything to a kind of phronesis, so that the complex analogies between the 
phronesis, techne, and theoria are lost? MacIntyre raises questions about 
Gadamer’s exclusion of any role for theoria from hermeneutics and practical 
philosophy. The phronemos is not only someone habituated through practice 
but also someone who is "able on occasion, by reflection upon his own and 
others' activity, to arrive at some degree of theoretical understanding of the 
virtues, including, phronesis, and their relation to the human good. And the 
phronemos may then be able to bring this theoretical knowledge of practical 
concepts to bear upon his practice"? MacIntyre adverts here to Aristotle’s 
suggestion in Ethics I that, like the target for an archer, the study of ethics will 
provide an account of the good at which human agents can aim. MacIntyre 
agrees with Gadamer that such an account is never sufficient to guide the 
archer, but that does not rule out the possibility that such theoretical knowl- 
edge may well be necessary to the human agent. To be a successful practical 
reasoner, MacIntyre urges, is to 


know how to bring to bear on the particularities of one's situation a concep- 
tion of the good that it is the task of the theoretical understanding to articu- 
late, and to which in their practice phronemoi may need to appeal, for 
example, when doing the work of legislators. . . . The concept of phronesis 
cannot after all be detached from the theoretical framework of which it is an 
integral part, as Gadamer detaches it, and put to uses that do not presuppose 
some of Aristotle’s theoretical and indeed metaphysical commitments.*! 


Despite Gadamer’s overly zealous attempt to subsume theory within prac- 
tice, he does provide a basis for conceiving Platonic and Aristotelian texts (as 
well as Thomistic texts, I will argue) as fields for the teacher’s exercise of 
pedagogical phronesis and the student's practice of dialectical discernment. 
Metaphysics is no exception; indeed, its heavy reliance on a wide range of 
experience and its thoroughly dialectical mode of inquiry exacerbates, rather 
than diminishes, the need for such discernment.?? 

Some role for phronetic discrimination would seem to be required in 
Aquinas’s more detailed discussion of the divine names, particularly in the 
lengthy investigation of the divine goodness or perfection, an investigation of 
the resources of human language to speak about God—all of which have a 
decidedly neo-Platonic pedigree. Directly pertinent to our argument is the 
issue of how we begin to understand the meaning, function, and scope of the 
divine names. Aquinas thinks the resources of the names of God derive from 
the ways in which created things, to which our naming is tied, reflect the 
divine. “The same things are similar and dissimilar to God. They are similar in 
so far as they imitate as much as they can him who is not perfectly imitable . . . ; 
they are dissimilar as things caused fall short of their causes.” As David 
Burrell convincingly argues, something like the practice of phronetic judg- 
ment is necessary to be able to discern the proper “use” of analogous terms, 
especially in the case of God. We must “assess the way in which a term is being 
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used in relation to its primary analogate. Yet such an assessment demands . . . 
that we identify the primary analogate as well as grasp how the use in question 
relates to it, and each of these apperceptions belongs to judgment.”** Although 
analogous usage is not to be identified with metaphor, each requires “deftness 
of judgment.” In practice, this comes down to “adducing appropriate exam- 
ples.” But this capacity to adduce the right example cannot be separated from a 
sense of how particulars function within the whole way of life into which the 
teacher is attempting to initiate the student. 

The pedagogical task is complicated by the fact that there can be no 
simple ascent to the divine that would leave creatures behind; instead, we gain 
greater insight into, and a greater affinity for perceiving, the reflections of the 
divine in things by an ever-greater penetration of the created order. In this 
sense, the highest realms of metaphysics would seem to require a great deal of 
experience, a familiarity with created things and with the manifold ways in 
which the glimmers of the divine can be glancingly apprehended in them. 

The teaching on the divine names is a grammatical or logical doctrine 
that brings together neo-Platonic sources with Aristotle’s account of how things 
are named analogously. Although Aristotle clearly indicates that God is the 
ultimate cause, the final cause that moves as an object of desire and thus as 
good, he focuses on attributes such as simplicity, eternity, and intelligence, 
rather than on moral perfection. Following Scripture and neo-Platonic author- 
ities such as Augustine and Dionysius, Aquinas develops a lengthy treatment of 
names falling under the rubric of perfection. Our knowledge of these at- 
tributes, which is rooted in our experience of the natural and the human 
world, is decidedly ethical. Thus does metaphysical reasoning, especially in its 
culminating investigation of God as first, uncaused cause, involve an exercise 
of judgment that presupposes wide experience and a reflective appropriation 
of one’s experience. One can, of course, develop an ability to rattle off premises 
in support of God’s existence or in support of a variety of divine names: God is 
good, God is wise, and so forth. But the depth of understanding of these 
assertions will vary greatly, depending on how penetrating is one’s understand- 
ing of each of the predicates in question. What does one understand when one 
states, “God is good”? 

Before answering this question, we need to face another question, one 
arising from Aristotle’s relative silence about the goodness of God. What basis 
is there in Aristotle for calling God good? There is a rather straightforward 
Aristotelian way of affirming the goodness of God. The good, as Aristotle 
depicts it in the opening of the Ethics, is what all desire. Yet Aristotle reaches 
the unmoved mover, or God, as the final cause of motion in the universe, an 
object of motion that moves other beings as an object of their desire. God 
would seem to be that which all things desire above any other desires that they 
have. God is thus not just good, but the supreme good. As Aquinas puts it in his 
commentary, Aristotle shows “how the first mover is good and desirable” (qual- 
iter primum movens sit bonum et appetibile)” A possible objection to this line 
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of reasoning can be found in Aristotle’s repudiation in Ethics I of the Platonic 
idea of the Good. Thomas is careful to circumscribe the scope of the critique: 
“Aristotle does not intend to disprove Plato’s opinion that there is one good 
separate from the whole universe, on which all goods depend.”*¢ If Aristotle 
treats God principally as a final cause of motion, neo-Platonic authors treat 
God primarily as the exemplary cause of finite creatures. 

Aquinas’s teaching on the divine names, which rests on the crucial notion 
of God as exemplar, is largely derived from Dionysius, who has, as Aquinas 
puts it in the prologue to his commentary, a “Platonic way of speaking.” 
Aquinas, as Jan Aertsen notes, is at pains to rework and combine two accounts 
of goodness of things: the nature approach, found in Aristotle, and the creation 
or participation approach, found in a variety of neo-Platonic authors. Aertsen 
describes the task in these ways, 


If transcendentals are, on the one hand, common names, and, on the other, 
divine names, that is, names that are proper to God, then the question arises 
of how these two kinds of naming are related to each other. How is the 
transcendental character of the good that goes through all the categories 
related to the transcendence of the Good who surpasses all categories? Or, 
to put it in a more historical manner, is the approach inspired by Aristotle 
compatible with the neo-Platonic approach?*” 


Developing an Aristotelian metaphysics of actuality, Aquinas holds that 
all things are good insofar as they exist. To call a creature “good” is nota veiled 
way of saying "caused by good." The ultimate source of their goodness is of 
course God, but this does not erase the goodness they possess as beings in their 
own right; rather, it is a condition of it.” This is Aquinas's Aristotelian correc- 
tive to the Platonic penchant for identifying what is real, knowable, and good 
in finite, sensible beings, not with the beings themselves, but with their ideal 
transcendent Forms. Aristotle here functions in defense of the integrity and 
intelligibility of created nature. But so long as we do not posit separately 
existing Forms between created things and the uncreated cause of all things, 
Aquinas wants very much to hold onto the Platonic notion of exemplary cau- 
sality. Precisely because every being comes from a transcendent cause, God is 
the “first exemplar, efficient, and final cause of all goodness.”*? Aquinas is 
equally opposed to the hasty reduction of things to the divine, as he is to the 
reduction of assertions about divine goodness to God’s causal role in creating 
good things. Of course, that causal role is the basis for our attributing goodness 
to God, but precisely because of exemplary causality, we are able to reach 
conclusions about God, not just about God as cause. 

Commenting on the role of images in Plato, John Sallis writes: “The 
‘seeing’ of an image always involves a tension, an instability,” which drives us 
"beyond the image to the original."9! If the tension and instability is not to 
degenerate into aimless wandering, there must remain some way to trace a 
path from image to exemplar; otherwise, we could have no confidence pre- 
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cisely in what or whose direction we were headed. The discussion of the divine 
names puts us on the cusp of theology. Indeed, it is in his theological texts that 
we find his most expansive treatments of the names. It is also the context in 
which he stresses the gap between what we aspire to in the way of knowledge 
about God and what we can grasp; another goal is to exacerbate the student's 
erotic appetite for God. This, too, is a prominent neo-Platonic theme and 
strategy. Precisely because we ascend through likenesses to a source that es- 
capes our vision, we have nowhere to rest. 


Eros, Metaphysics, and Theological Mimesis 


In an early commentary on Boethius, Aquinas puts to himself the ques- 
tion whether it is licit to treat the divine by way of investigation. His response 
pairs a quotation from Scripture (“Be ready always with an answer to everyone 
who asks a reason for the hope that is in you”) with Aristotle’s rejoinder to 
Simonides. Yet the bulk of the article is devoted to the ways in which we can 
err in this matter by assuming that we can comprehend divine things; by 
supposing that, in the arena of faith, reason should be given primacy; or by 
scrutinizing matters beyond one’s individual ability. The sixth objection de- 
velops a line of reasoning from Dionysius’s Celestial Hierarchy that we ought 
to honor “the secret that is above us with silence.” Aquinas’s measured re- 
sponse runs thus: “God is honored by silence, not because nothing is said or 
asked about him, but because we understand that whatever we say or ask about 
him fails to comprehend him.”® Aquinas thus underscores the interplay of 
presence and absence in our speech about God. Earlier in the same commen- 
tary, Aquinas poses the question whether the human mind can attain knowl- 
edge of God. After citing the affirmation in Romans that the invisible things of 
God can be known from the things that are made, Aquinas stresses the limita- 
tions to our knowledge of God. From his effects, we can know only that he 
exists, not what he is. Aquinas ends the body of the article with a quotation 
from Gregory’s gloss on Genesis 32.30, “I have seen God face to face”: “The 
sight of the soul when it turns to God vibrates with the trembling of his 
immensity.”°? 

One of the most striking features of metaphysical discourse in Aquinas is 
his pervasive use of aesthetic and erotic language. In contrast to the confidence 
in the human mind’s ability to make itself divine through a process of natural 
knowledge, erotic language always appeals to a lack, an as-yet-unsatisfied desire 
or longing. We need to deploy not just a name but multiple names, indicating 
the endless number of possible starting points for an ascent from creatures to 
Creator; multiple names of God affirmed, denied, and then affirmed again, as 
tracing a trajectory of desire beyond discourse. A passage on the importance of 
the study of creatures for progress in faith puts the point eloquently: “If the 
goodness, beauty, and allurement of creatures thus entices human souls, then 
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the divine fount of goodness, compared to the small streams of goodness 
discovered in particular creatures, will draw totally to himself the aroused souls 
of human beings.” 

In a theological context, the names serve a rhetorical and pedagogical 
function of moving the believer beyond philosophy to theology, Scripture, and 
the practice of the Christian life. In the intimate connection between con- 
templation and charity, knowing and loving, Christianity offers human per- 
sons an interior act higher than any known to the philosophers. As we have 
already noted, the hierarchy of philosophical activities moves from the arts, 
which terminate in external, physical objects; to the moral virtues, which 
involve bodily activities but are properly perfections of the soul; to contempla- 
tive activities, which are “interior acts.” Christian contemplation, by contrast, 
gives rise to—indeed, is rooted in—a corresponding set of practices, internal 
and external, spiritual and en-mattered. As the Scripture scholar N. T. Wright 
observes, in announcing that the "time of return and renewal was now dawn- 
ing," Jesus indicated that the “kingdom-story he told would be designed to 
produce both the inward state and the outward praxis, which would be appro- 
priate for that renewal." 6 

With his many references to Dionysius, to sacred silence, and to a kind of 
holy terror in our experience of the divine, the passages just quoted call to 
mind the writings of the contemporary Continental philosopher of religion 
Jean-Luc Marion, who begins his discussion of the divine names in Dionysius 
by noting that there is no simple dialectical opposition of affirmation and 
negation. There is, Marion notes, a third way beyond affirmation and nega- 
tion, the way Aquinas calls "super-eminence." Aquinas describes the three 
ways as proceeding from an attribution of some perfection—say, goodness or 
wisdom—to God, followed by a negation—for example, God is good but not in 
the limited way creatures are good—which itself gives way a higher affirma- 
tion, God is good in a way that infinitely exceeds every created instance of 
goodness. Marion asserts that the third way "transgresses the first two." Marion 
calls this the realm of prayer or praise, the "function" of which is no longer 
"predicative but pragmatic." As we shall see, Marion opens up neglected issues 
in Aquinas, especially that of idolatry and of the way metaphysics fittingly gives 
way, in theological discourse, to a praxis of praise. The practice of theology 
involves a purgation of idolatry. As Torrell puts it, “Like every believer,” the 
theologian 


must abandon idols and tum toward the living God (Acts 14:14). He must also 
renounce the constructions of his own mind, personal idols that have no less a 
hold. In his way, Thomas invites us to this when he distinguishes the con- 
templation of the philosophers from Christian contemplation. The former is 
always tempted to stop with the pleasure of knowledge in itself and, in the end, 
proceeds from self-love. The latter, the contemplation of the saints, completely 
inspired by love for the divine Truth, ends in the object itself." 
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Still, against Marion, if not against Torrell, Aquinas would insist that 
negations themselves will be aimless and utterly uninformative without pre- 
supposing some sort of affirmation, however imperfect: “Understanding of 
negation rests upon a certain affirmation. Unless the human intellect were to 
know something affirmatively of God, it would not be able to deny anything 
either."65 


Metaphysics, Theology, and 
the Practice of Naming God 


As we saw in the last chapter, Pierre Hadot has been a leading proponent 
of the re-appropriation of the ancient notion of philosophy as a way of life 
grounded in the practice of “spiritual exercises” and involving the communal 
practice of a host of moral and intellectual virtues. Yet according to Hadot, in 
the medieval period philosophy is no longer a way of life but rather a “purely 
theoretical and abstract activity.”! The practice of philosophy becomes re- 
duced to the detached examination ofa set of propositions. We have previously 
raised questions about Hadot's bifurcation of philosophy into a way of life and 
an analysis of propositions. We now want to propose that he is wrong to hold 
that the pursuit of wisdom as a way of life disappears in the medieval period. 
Aquinas’s metaphysical doctrine, for example, is of a piece with his account of 
the practice of the best way of life, the pursuit of wisdom. 

Aquinas sees his work as a contribution to, and an enactment of, a way of 
life, the pursuit of wisdom shaped by a specific set of practices that determine 
the horizon within which all activities are pursued. The connection between 
text and way of life is most apparent in a still-neglected work of Aquinas, the 
Summa contra Gentiles, to whose consideration we shall devote ourselves in 
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the next two chapters. Building on the opening chapters of Aristotle’s Ethics 
and Metaphysics, Aquinas begins the prologue to his Summa contra Gentiles 
by addressing the office of the wise, the one who orders parts in relation to the 
whole and teaches the authoritative truth about the good life for human 
beings. Aquinas develops his entire argument on the basis of a sustained 
comparison of the life of wisdom with the practices of crafts. He highlights the 
pursuit of goods internal to practice—goods identified, ranked, and achieved 
only through the guidance of master artisans. He writes, 


Of all things ordered to an end, the rule of their governance and order is 
taken from the end. A thing is best disposed when it is suitably ordered to its 
end, for the end is the good of the thing. Thus we see in the arts that the one 
to whom the securing of the end pertains is governor and ruler of others. . . . 
Arts that rule other arts are called architectonic. . . . The artisans of these arts 
claim for themselves the name of the wise.? 


Aquinas here rehearses Aristotle’s teaching about master practitioners of crafts 
and about the inscribing of one craft within another, for example, shipbuilding 
within military, and both of these within the craft of politics. He restates 
Aristotle’s claim that wisdom has to do with knowledge and order, and that the 
wisest of all will be the one who has the knowledge to order the lower practices 
to the higher and achieve the ends of that practice in light of which others are 
pursued. This is of course the political corollary to Aristotle’s ethical thesis that 
the human good is that which is pursued for its own sake and which is last in the 
interlocking chain of means-to-ends relationships. Aquinas proceeds to intro- 
duce the teaching from Metaphysics I concerning wisdom, namely, that it is the 
highest activity available to human beings, since only it orders all knowledge in 
relation to the ultimate aspiration of human nature itself: contemplation of the 
first principles and highest causes. Aquinas concludes by making a claim that 
Aristotle never explicitly states, namely, that it falls to the one who contemplates 
the highest causes to order all human activities in relation to this end. 

The appeal to practices and the use of the craft analogy could not be more 
prominent. Yet Aquinas seems to have quietly settled an unresolved difficulty 
or tension in Aristotle’s texts. In the opening of the Ethics, Aristotle defends 
politics as the architectonic discipline since it identifies and secures the goods 
of multiform practices that constitute communal life; later in the same work, 
he claims that it would absurd for contemplation to be subordinate to the 
practical life, because the former activity is intrinsically superior. Although 
Aquinas does not belabor the point, it is important to see that his bestowing 
upon the wise the public and comprehensive role of ordering human activities 
in relation to the highest good rests on doctrines of creation and providence. 
He notes, for example, that the end of the universe is also its beginning, and 
that end is “intended by its first author.” Hence, Aquinas’s Christian reworking 
of pagan metaphysics informs the practice of wisdom. 

In previous chapters, we have seen a number of ways in which contempo- 
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rary philosophical discussions, especially in ethics and epistemology, revive a 
notion of practice, of the primacy of prudence in the order of human action, 
and of the broadly ethical dimensions to human cognitive activity. We have 
also seen the way in which contemporary conversations in ethics and episte- 
mology point us in the direction of anthropology and metaphysics. The latter 
point can be seen (a) in the need for a rich philosophical psychology or 
anthropology as a complement to an account of the virtues of human excel- 
lence, and (b) in the way different accounts of the virtues, even of a particular 
virtue such as justice, rest on a concrete and detailed conception of the human 
person. A turn to metaphysics may also be provoked by debates in contempo- 
rary epistemology, particularly by virtue epistemology. Like virtue ethics, vir- 
tue epistemology brings to the fore the complexities of our cognitive activities 
and intellectual practices. Precisely because of its emphasis on practice, virtue 
epistemology opens a path for asking questions on the border of metaphysics, 
questions concerning the basis for discriminating between better and worse 
objects of knowledge, and between better and worse ways of holding and 
acting upon what we know. 

Aquinas is also a well-known proponent of metaphysics as the culminating 
science of philosophical inquiry. What is less known is that Aquinas frames the 
entire discussion of metaphysics in broadly ethical terms: metaphysics arises 
from the human desire (eros) for knowledge. The motive for the inquiry is 
erotic, the cognitive passion to know, evident in our persistent wondering 
about the world in which we are immersed. By comparison with Platonic eros, 
Aristotelian eros seems at times a rather pedestrian matter. Such cannot be said 
of Aquinas. In decidedly erotic language, which could have been lifted straight 
from Dionysius or Bonaventure, he writes, 


If the goodness, beauty, and allurement of creatures so entices human souls, 
then the divine fount of goodness, compared to the small streams of good- 
ness discovered in particular creatures, will draw totally to himself the 
aroused souls of men. Whence it is said in the Psalms: They will become 
intoxicated from the abundance of your dwelling . . . and you will give them 
to drink from the torrent of your delight 


Metaphysics itself culminates, or fails to culminate, not in the cessation of 
desire through comforting certitudes, but in the exacerbation of desire, of 
wonder inflamed at the gap between what we long for in the way of contempla- 
tion and what we can achieve by the powers of our own reason. The peak of 
philosophical inquiry is simultaneously an avowal of ignorance. As Maritain 
once commented, “for us the intellectual life concludes with an avowal of 
poverty.”* 

Aquinas’s Summa contra Gentiles contains his most important reflections 
on the issues that preoccupy contemporary philosophers, issues regarding the 
source, nature, and limits of metaphysics; the role of eros and the good in 
metaphysics; and the relationship between metaphysics and practice. The 
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abiding themes of this work dovetail nicely with debates in contemporary 
philosophy of religion in both Continental and analytic circles. The most 
influential voice in Continental philosophy of religion, Jean-Luc Marion, has 
devoted sustained attention to Aquinas.? Before turning to Marion’s position 
and his interpretation of Aquinas, we shall consider the robust defense of 
Aquinas’s metaphysics put forward by the late Norman Kretzmann, perhaps 
the premier analytic philosopher of medieval thought in the last half of the 
twentieth century. The consideration of Kretzmann’s interpretation will afford 
us a number of opportunities. First, as the most sustained exegetical encounter 
with Aquinas available in contemporary analytic philosophy, it will enable us 
to consider the strengths and weaknesses of a representative approach to Aqui- 
nas. Second, and more specifically, it will provide an occasion for pointing up 
the limitations to one standard approach to God in analytic philosophy of 
religion, an approach known as perfect-being theism. Third, it will supply a 
basis for a fruitful comparison between the approach of an analytic commenta- 
tor on Aquinas and that of a Continental figure such as Marion. 


Perfect-Being Theism? 


For many years the Summa contra Gentiles has been read as a high- 
powered manual of apologetics intended to reach a God common to philoso- 
phers as well as to Christians, Jews, and especially Muslims. Yet the historical, 
manuscript, and exegetical evidence no longer supports the traditional view. 
There are a number of reasons for the waning of the traditional interpretation. 
First, except for a few excerpts, the Summa contra Gentiles was never used in 
missionary work. Second, in making no reference to the religious texts of the 
Muslims, the work does not follow the common practice of the Dominican 
order, which was always to argue from the sources of one’s opponent. Third, as 
is clear from the prologue, where Thomas famously speaks of the “twofold 
mode of truth in what we confess about divine things,” Thomas has a Christian 
audience in mind. The reference to the twofold mode of truth, with which 
Thomas distinguishes the subject matter of the first three books from that of 
the fourth, gives the impression that the first three books treat of philosophy 
while the last book is properly theological. There is something to this, espe- 
cially since in the first three books Aquinas avoids premises derived from 
revealed principles or sources, just as he postpones until the fourth book topics 
such as the Trinity, the incarnation, and the sacraments that can in no way be 
known by reason. Yet this extended philosophical, even metaphysical, inves- 
tigation is inscribed within an overarching theological structure. Thomas dis- 
tinguishes philosophy from theology, not just on the basis of differing subject 
matters, but also by the order of proceeding proper to each. Philosophy begins 
with what is most evident to us and ends with what is least evident to us 
although absolutely prior in nature, namely God. And God enters into philos- 
ophy only as ultimate cause, never as a direct object of inquiry. By beginning 


Metaphysics, Theology, and the Practice of Naming God 


from God and treating of God himself, the Summa contra Gentiles manifests 
its theological character. Yet it is a theology that contains within itself a sus- 
tained investigation of a host of philosophical topics. 

Any reader of the Summa contra Gentiles must come to terms with a set of 
aporiae that arise from its peculiar structure. In the prologue, Thomas intro- 
duces the “twofold mode of truth concerning divine things."$ The first mode, 
to which Books I-III are devoted, treats of that portion of divine things amena- 
ble to rational investigation; while the second mode, to which Book IV is 
devoted, considers teachings like the Trinity and the incarnation that utterly 
exceed rational demonstration. Is the first mode then philosophy? Thomas 
clearly seeks to avoid the deployment of premises from revelation in the first 
three books. But the issue is not so simple. Unlike the more purely philosophi- 
cal project of the commentaries on Aristotle, wherein Thomas follows Aris- 
totle's dicta concerning the proper order of philosophy—beginning with the 
study of nature and culminating in metaphysics—the Summa contra Gentiles 
begins from God and descends to creatures.’ By beginning with what is first in 
the order of being rather than what is first in the order of learning, the work 
follows an order that Thomas typically calls theological rather than philosoph- 
ical. Finally, the consideration of God does indeed enter into the discipline 
that Aristotle calls metaphysics, and for this reason metaphysics is sometimes 
called theology. However, God enters into that science as cause or principle of 
ens commune, not as part of the proper subject matter of metaphysics. By 
contrast, theology proper treats of God in himself. Now, the first book of the 
Summa contra Gentiles is devoted to God in himself. 

In his Metaphysics of Theism: Aquinass Natural Theology in Summa 
contra Gentiles I—the first of a three-volume study of Summa contra Gentiles 
I-HH—Norman Kretzmann sets out to confront the first book on its own terms 
and in detail.? His project is philosophically ambitious, an attempt to recon- 
struct and clarify some of the key arguments in the first book. Indeed, his 
approach has the advantage of treating the Summa contra Gentiles as having a 
distinctive aim, not one that is merely a stage in the development of Thomas's 
theological writings. It thus circumvents one of the chief obstacles to uncover- 
ing the intention of the Summa contra Gentiles: the tendency to read it as an 
imperfect realization of what is achieved in the later and more famous Summa 
Theologiae, as perhaps the penultimate stage in what Michelle Corbin calls 
the chemin of Thomas's thought.!? 

The Metaphysics of Theism offers more than a commentary on Summa 
contra Gentiles I; it also provides an intriguing, if finally unpersuasive, claim 
about Aquinas’s intention and strategy in composing the entire work. To state 
Kretzmann’s thesis with introductory brevity, he holds that the work was in- 
tended for atheists, to instruct them in generic “perfect-being theism.” As we 
shall see, the problem with this approach is not just the anachronistic supposi- 
tion about the audience, which Kretzmann readily concedes did not exist in 
Thomas’s own time. The deeper problem has to do with the imposition of a 
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contemporary conception of perfect-being theism upon Thomas’s own distinc- 
tive theism in Summa contra Gentiles I. For all its clarity and sophistication, 
Kretzmann’s interpretation leaves Aquinas vulnerable to the charges of an 
idolatrous metaphysics. His reading rests on an inadequate grasp of the nature 
and function of analogy in Aquinas, which requires that in its ascent to divine 
things, human thinking must turn upside down if it is to avoid lapsing into the 
conceptual idolatries of the philosophers. At the same time, Kretzmann's inter- 
pretation also blocks from view Aquinas's pervasive use of erotic and aesthetic 
language in his discourse about God. 

One problem with Kretzmann's way of describing the relationship be- 
tween philosophy and theology is that it invites a conception of metaphysical 
inquiry as operating at the highest level of abstraction possible to the human 
intellect. Reasonably enough, Kretzmann asserts that both philosophy and 
theology treat the "first principles and most fundamental aspects of reality." But 
then he moves quickly to the opaque conclusion that either theology is part of 
philosophy or both are parts of the “same genus,” which he calls the “Grandest 
Unified Theory."!! This amounts to a conflation of philosophy and theology. 
Charles de Koninck puts his finger on the difficulty with this approach: 


Those who define metaphysics by nothing more than generality would find 
this generality superseded by a far greater one; for what could prevent us 
from saying "let A stand for the subject of every such science including that 
of metaphysics,” or “let B stand for what is impossible as well as for its 
opposite.” The art that does not name anything . . . would be queen. . . . 
That a degree of generality does not carry with it more actual intelligibility 
can be seen from the fact that, in knowing man only as an animal, we do not 
know him distinctly as man, for the elephant too is an animal. The general 
here is more potential and confused, whereas the perfection of knowledge 
lies not in the direction of the more general but rather in the direction of 
something less general which must include nonetheless the more general, 
in the way man includes animal." 


Misconceptions of the nature of metaphysical inquiry have infected cer- 
tain strains of Thomism for many centuries. There is, for example, a tradition 
of reading Aquinas's artículation of a hierarchy of sciences—physics, mathe- 
matics, and metaphysics—as indicating a ranking in accord with degrees of 
abstraction. But Aquinas says no such thing. What we noted above bears 
repeating here. The movement from physics, which treats of what exists in 
matter and motion, to mathematics, which treats of objects in abstraction from 
matter and motion, does indeed involve increased abstraction. Metaphysics, 
however, does not study objects at a higher level of abstraction. Some of the 
confusion results from the listing of metaphysics after mathematics, but this 
does not mean for Aquinas that mathematics is a path into metaphysics. In- 
stead, Aquinas follows Aristotle's ordering of the disciplines of philosophical 
pedagogy, in which physics is the proper avenue into metaphysics. Along with 
logic, whose level of abstraction is akin to that found in the quantitative 
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disciplines, mathematics is a preparatory study, to be pursued prior to the 
initiation into properly philosophical disciplines. Indeed, what distinguishes 
metaphysics from mathematics is that while the latter does mark a retreat from 
the real order, the former signals a movement in the direction of the real. Not 
abstraction but negative judgment (separatio) is the intellectual activity that 
Aquinas associates with metaphysical reasoning. It involves the judgment that 
nonmaterial beings exist. If there were no objects capable of existing apart 
from matter, then physics would be first philosophy, the most comprehensive 
investigation of what is. Objects can be said to be independent of matter 
"either because they never are in matter, as is true of God and the other 
separate substances, or because they are not in matter universally, as is true of 
substance, potency and act, and being itself.”!* The movement from physics to 
metaphysics does not involve unmediated access to a translucent realm of 
Cartesian ideas. Instead, metaphysics investigates objects absent from our 
direct vision. Mark Jordan warns against the “reifying of ens inquantum ens." 
He argues, "Ens is not a subsisting replacement for the inaccessible separate 
substances. It is not a thing to be seized in any intuition, whether intellectual 
or sensible. .. . Ens commune is an analogical consideration of substances with 
very different structures and very different conditions." Jordan observes that 
the limited, oblique, and opaque knowledge had in metaphysics is, for Aqui- 
nas, completely in keeping with the status viae, the condition of human knowl- 
edge on its journey to a blessedness that can be had only after this life.!* 

Aristotle’s remaining way of describing metaphysics, as first philosophy, 
has also puzzled commentators. The initial question concerns the priority 
indicated by the term "first." Clearly, this is not a temporal priority, since 
metaphysics is pursued last among all the arts and sciences. On the complexity 
and distinctiveness of the sciences, Aquinas states that "there are diverse sci- 
ences corresponding to the diverse orders that reason considers" in things.!° 
The intellectual virtues of intellectus, the apprehension of the principles 
proper to each science, and scientia, the habit of demonstrating conclusions 
from principles, are operative in each of the sciences. The various sciences 
discover their principles in different ways, have distinct modes of proceeding, 
and achieve different degrees of certitude. In contrast to the practical order, 
wherein the moral virtues are interconnected and directly reliant upon the 
master intellectual virtue of prudence, in the speculative order the virtues 
appropriate to each science are "about different matters having no relation to 
one another."!? But there is a comprehensive speculative virtue: sapientia, 
which Aquinas describes as a "certain virtue of all the sciences" (sapientia est 
virtus quaedam omnium scientiarum)." If the activities of the speculative intel- 
lectare not inherently connected with one another in the way ethical activities 
are, then how can metaphysics or the intellectual virtue of wisdom supply 
such a unity? 

It does so in numerous ways. First, since no science proves its own princi- 
ples, metaphysics investigates the foundations of the particular sciences and 
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offers proofs of the principles assumed commonly in all the sciences. Of 
course, one must use the term “proof” carefully with respect to principles, 
which unlike conclusions derived from them cannot be demonstrated from 
anything prior. These common principles would include the principle of 
contradiction; notions of causality, potency, and act; and so forth. This is one 
way in which metaphysics is first philosophy in that it studies principles pre- 
sumed in and thus prior to the investigations of the particular sciences. The 
unifying sapiential function of metaphysics can also be seen in its role of 
organizing, comparing, and ordering the various arts and sciences, speculative 
and practical, into a unified philosophical pedagogy. To the extent that the 
human intellect is capable of it, metaphysics provides a panoramic or synoptic 
vision of the whole of human inquiry. 

The close affiliation between metaphysics and the various particular sci- 
ences makes one wonder whether there is a distinct science or inquiry called 
metaphysics. A related question has to do with whether physics might not be 
the comprehensive discipline. Doubts such as these, combined with the indi- 
rect character of metaphysical reasoning grounded not in abstraction but in 
negative judgment, account for the thoroughly dialectic tenor of Aristotle’s 
writing in the Metaphysics. It is not surprising that, instead of simply embark- 
ing upon the science, he speaks repeatedly of the “science we are seeking.” Of 
course, Aristotle does eventually describe a subject matter proper to meta- 
physics, ens inquantum ens. Under its purview also falls the question of ulti- 
mate principles and causes of the subject matter, the final cause of all that is. 
God enters into that subject matter, not as part of its proper object of inquiry, 
but as the ultimate cause of being. Hence, in metaphysics God is studied only 
as source or cause, or as what is. Indeed, Aquinas takes the turn to the study of 
God in himself, and of other things in relation to God, as a sign that we have 
moved from philosophy to theology. 

As the title of Kretzmann’s volume indicates, the focus of his interpreta- 
tion of the Summa contra Gentiles is on metaphysics, the last of the disciplines 
to be studied within Aristotle’s philosophical curriculum. Although Thomas 
has little to say about the disciplines ancillary to metaphysics, he reasonably 
presupposes many of its principles and conclusions. The ideal audience of the 
work is not the philosophical novice, but one who has already been trained in 
the lower Aristotelian sciences. Philosophical pedagogy begins with logic and 
mathematics, and proceeds through the study of nature to the intermediate 
inquiries into the soul and the human good. Metaphysics, or first philosophy, 
is actually the last discipline to be studied. The structure of the Summa contra 
Gentiles, which is sometimes said to mirror the Neoplatonic vision of the 
cosmos as a going forth (exitus) followed by a return (reditus), reverses the 
natural, philosophical order of learning. Thomas typically describes the exitus- 
reditus order as proper to theological inquiry. This is where Kretzmann’s ap- 
peal to the structural advantage of the text’s beginning at the real beginning 
can be misleading.!* 
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Admittedly, Aquinas’s procedure in the Summa contra Gentiles is a bit 
puzzling. He postpones until the fourth book an investigation of theological 
doctrines, such as the Trinity and the incarnation, that wholly eclipse reason’s 
power of investigation; furthermore, he does not typically appeal to Scripture 
as a basis of the arguments in the first three books. But by beginning with God 
in himself and proceeding to consider creatures as they relate to God, Aquinas 
adopts in the first three books a theological order of presentation. The ques- 
tions that interest him most in the first three books are those that touch directly 
or indirectly upon properly theological doctrines concerning divine creation 
and providence. It is also the case that the consideration of God in the first 
three books, although it develops numerous arguments from Aristotle’s Meta- 
physics, offers a much ampler consideration of God and the names of God. 

Book XII of the Metaphysics, which was the final book in the Latin 
translation Aquinas used, contains Aristotle’s discussion of the unmoved mover, 
whom he identifies as God and whose life involves the pure activity of thinking 
on thinking. The brevity of Aristotle’s discussion, according to Aquinas, befits 
the status of God in metaphysics, into which God enters, not as part of the 
proper subject matter, but only as ultimate cause and first principle of being. 
From Aquinas’s perspective, it is striking that Aristotle, who speaks of the divine 
life as provoking human wonder, underscores the limits to human knowledge 
about God. The culminating inquiry of Aristotle’s science of metaphysics indi- 
cates that the philosopher is never more than a lover of wisdom (amator sapien- 
tiae).!° Aquinas’s more ample treatment of the divine names clearly has theo- 
logical motives, even if it does not deploy premises from revelation. Aquinas 
underscores both the complexity in our approach to the divine and the erotic 
character of that pursuit, the sense in which human desire for God exceeds the 
bounds of philosophical metaphysics. In this way, metaphysics becomes a 
propaedeutic to theology, and, within theology, a subordinate science supply- 
ing principles for use in the architectonic science of the human good. 

Kretzmann notes that Aquinas makes a “special, restricted use of revela- 
tion” in his citation of scriptural passages at the end of each chapter. Given his 
emphasis on the properly philosophical character of these investigations, one 
might expect Kretzmann to treat the scriptural passages as no more than a nod 
in the direction of revelation, a momentary advertence that shows the com- 
patibility of what reason has proven with faith. While the theism of the work 
turns out to be Christian in the fourth book, Kretzmann states that there is 
“nothing distinctively Christian about I-IIL"? In fact, these books teach only 
“generic theism,” and their appropriate audience is “non-Christian.” Since it is 
not a missionary work, or a work of revealed theology or of apologetics, it is 
unclear what the audience or intent of the work is. In this, Kretzmann departs 
from the more accommodating view of the work adopted by Anthony Kenny, 
who states, “The Summa Contra Gentiles is meant as a philosophical work; it 
is directed to people who are not Christians, who may be Muslims or Jews or 
atheists. It aims to present them with reasons—reasons that any human being 
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of good will can see to be good reasons—for believing that there is a God, that 
the soul is immortal and so on.”?! 

Kenny’s view of the audience is too broad for Kretzmann. Reiterating his re- 
jection of the missionary thesis, he asserts that the Muslims, for whom many 
have thought that the work was composed, do not “need an education in 
perfect-being theism.””* Kretzmann further circumscribes the audience of the 
work: it is intended not for non-Christians as a whole but for only a small seg- 
mentof them, namely, intelligentatheists. Given the decidedly theistic context 
in which Thomas is writing, whom could Thomas have had in mind as his 
audience? Kretzmann is driven to ask: “Why woulda 13th century philosopher- 
theologian undertake thís?"? Indeed. Kretzmann's astonishing response, or 
lack thereof, is that, when it was composed, the work had ^no discernible 
practical purpose."?* Having begun promisingly by setting aside implausible 
theses about the intention and audience of the text, Kretzmann proceeds to 
render the intention of the work more conceivable to us than it was to its author. 


Practices of Wisdom 


Kretzmanns error here is instructive, especially since his apparent inno- 
cence regarding the significance of the life of reason within the life of faith is 
shared by those of a philosophical persuasion, namely, deconstructive post- 
modernism, that is deeply at odds with his own. It is as if some of the most 
prominent strains in contemporary analytic and Continental philosophy of 
religion can see in Aquinas's descent from faith to reason only an apologetic 
strategy. But, as Chenu puts it, 


Revelation provided more than an external corrective to mistakes in philo- 
sophical speculation; it inspired men of faith to produce a frame of refer- 
ence which served them in their rational constructions no less than in their 
art or culture. Neither the essential disparity between philosophy and reli- 
gion nor the transcendence theology assigned to faith limited the possibili- 
ties of a Christian exercise of reason, without faith in any way supplanting 
reason or perverting the workings of the rational process. 


Revelation, then, points believers back to a recovery of nature, to an apprecia- 
tion ofthe twofold mode of truth, the dual way in which God communicates to 
his creatures, through nature and grace, reason and faith. In Aquinas's appeal 
to Aristotelian nature, “he was giving supreme expression to that Christianity 
in which a return to the gospel had secured for the believer a presence in the 
world, for the theologian a mature awareness of nature, and for the apostle an 
effective appreciation of man."76 

The embrace of natural reason is not as an apologetic weapon to be 
deployed against secular rationalists or skeptics. Instead, it involves a recovery 
of the natural, created conditions of human knowledge and action. Far from 
being any sort of threat to faith, philosophy is made possible by the first gift of 
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God in creation. Aquinas describes both supernatural and natural principles as 
“contained by the divine wisdom” (haec ergo principia etiam divina sapientia 
continet). He speaks in thoroughly pedagogical terms: “The knowledge of the 
teacher contains what is brought forth into the soul of the student by the 
teacher. ... The cognition of principles naturally known is divinely given to us, 
since God himself is the author of our nature." 

Instead of trying to make instant capital out of Aquinas for contemporary 
analytic discussions, we would do well to pause a little longer over his pro- 
logue. Its most striking feature concerns claims about wisdom and the office of 
the wise, whom Thomas describes as ordering parts in relation to the whole 
and as teaching the authoritative truth about the ultimate end of the universe. 
Since wisdom is common to both philosophy and Christian theology, the work 
promises to do more than fulfill the passing needs of the Spanish mission. It 
promises to consider the relationship between pagan and Christian wisdom. 
Far from being historically pointless, as Kretzmann would have us believe, the 
work addresses the fundamental question of antiquity and the Middle Ages. 
Among all of Thomas's works, only the Summa contra Gentiles focuses exten- 
sively on the great debate of antiquity over the best way of life and over who 
teaches authoritatively concerning the highest good, precisely the question 
Hadot insists was at the heart of ancient philosophy. 

The comprehensive consideration of wisdom, which can be seen only if 
one reads the work as a whole (that is, books I-IV, not just I-III), has properly 
theological motives, since the pursuit of wisdom is integral to the Christian 
life. What could be more timely than a project devoted to appraising, correct- 
ing, and extending pagan wisdom in order to show how it is comprehended by 
Christian wisdom? Although Thomas never deploys the objectionable phrase 
"Christian philosophy," there can be no objection—textual, historical, or 
substantive—to the notion of Christian wisdom.?* Why not see the distinction 
between the two modes of truth, in accordance with which Thomas separates 
the first three books from the fourth, as an attempt to distinguish in order to 
unite the rival traditions of wisdom? Whatever indirect audience Thomas may 
have had in mind, he clearly composed the book for a Christian audience. 
Indeed, the distinction between two modes of truth arises from within what 
“we confess about divine things.” The use of the first person plural and the 
presupposition of an underlying unity to truth provides at least prima facie 
evidence that the intended audience is Christian. This does not, of course, 
preclude Thomas's vigorous engagement of a variety of philosophical and 
theological traditions; it simply means that he does so from within a particular 
community of practice and inquiry. 

This line of interpretation in no way diminishes the importance of philos- 
ophy for the work. It is precisely the intention of addressing the questions of the 
best life and its authoritative teaching and practice that explains the extended 
engagement with philosophy. The book persistently underscores both the 
achievements of and the limits to philosophical inquiry about the highest 


107 


Aquinas, Ethics, and Philosophy of Religion 


108 


things. Thomas’s understanding of Christian wisdom, furthermore, is a salu- 
tary corrective to any sort of Christian anti-intellectualism, since it requires at 
least some believers to appropriate philosophical teaching and cultivate the 
intellectual virtues.? The advantage of the method and structure of the 
Summa contra Gentiles is that it displays the achievements of and limitations 
to pagan wisdom, that is, of philosophical metaphysics, in relationship to 
Christian wisdom. Thus it articulates fully the terms of the debate over the best 
way of life. 

The “principle of economy” in the work, as Mark Jordan notes, dictates 
that greatest attention be given to topics that “have a direct bearing on persua- 
sion to the highest good."?? Jordan’s protreptic interpretation entails that the 
reading of the text is itself a kind of practice involving a host of intellectual 
virtues. In the very first chapter of the work, Aquinas indicates the primacy of a 
certain kind of practice, as ordering parts in relation to the whole. Here we 
might recall with proht our previous discussion of virtue epistemology and the 
role of wisdom as a non-rule-governed intellectual virtue, a virtue that enables 
its possessor to apprehend the relations among parts, particular disciplines, in 
relation to the whole. In the opening of the Summa contra Gentiles and its 
interrogation of the best life, theoria, or contemplation, is conceived as the 
partial enactment of an overarching practice of wisdom; similarly, truth, which 
Aquinas boldly identifies as the "end of the universe," is understand as a good. 
In this way, Aquinas offers countervailing evidence to Pierre Hadot's claim 
that in the Middle Ages philosophy as understood in antiquity vanishes. There 
isa limited, if pedestrian, truth to Hadot’s claim. Although Aquinas contributes 
to philosophical conversation, he cannot be called a philosopher in the classi- 
cal sense, that is, one who takes philosophical discourse to be the highest 
discourse and to constitute the most authoritative way of life. That is now 
theology, not philosophy. Still, the pursuit of wisdom endures in theology. 

The plethora of references to the Wisdom literature of the Old Testament 
in the opening books of the Summa contra Gentiles illustrates the centrality of 
wisdom and inscribes the discourse of the book within a tradition of religious 
practice, a practice at once exegetical and meditative, a practice that issues in 
the exercise of virtues such as wisdom, prudence, justice, and liberality— 
virtues God possesses as exemplars of ours, virtues that in God are indis- 
tinguishable one from another?! Kretzmann returns a number of times to the 
status and function of scriptural passages in Summa contra Gentiles, but no- 
where more revealingly than in his discussion of the “metaphysics of Ex- 
odus.”*? In chapter 22 of the first book, after Aquinas argues for the identity of 
essence and existence in God, he quotes the famous passage from Exodus 
3:13-14, where God tells Moses that his name is “Iam Who Am.” Kretzmann 
thinks this marks the first place in the work at which we “might be said to have 
some warrant to begin replacing the noncommittal designation ‘Alpha’ with 
the name ‘God? ”” When Aquinas refers to the denial of the esse-essentia 
distinction in God as “this sublime truth,” Kretzmann describes him as step- 
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ping “outside the confines of natural theology.” This makes it sound as if this 
were an unusual practice, but, as Kretzmann notes, Aquinas “steps outside” 
natural theology to adduce scriptural passages in nearly every chapter. This 
passing from the philosophical to the theological, from reason to revelation, is 
the very telos of the entire work and anticipates the inscribing of the first three 
books within the fourth. As Mark Jordan observes, “complete persuasion to 
wisdom is accomplished when the reader sees that the intelligibility of argu- 
ment leads into the intelligibility of scripture.”** 

The office of the wise, as described in the prologue, lies ambiguously 
between an Aristotelian and a Christian understanding. Although Thomas 
develops analogies between the two, the latter is more comprehensive and 
more fundamental to the Summa contra Gentiles. Kretzmann ends his discus- 
sion of the intention, method, and structure of the work by quoting Thomas on 
wisdom: “Among all human pursuits, the pursuit of wisdom is the most excel- 
lent, the loftiest, the most beneficial, and the pleasantest.”** In addition to 
being intrinsically desirable in the ways that Plato and Aristotle described it, 
contemplative wisdom is practical in the sense that it issues in numerous 
desirable results. But this is not to instrumentalize the life of contemplation, 
since in the context of faith the contemplation of God in via is a beginning of 
eternal life. In his explication of these attributes of wisdom, Thomas associates 
the nobility or loftiness of wisdom with its uniting human persons to God in 
friendship and its utility or its beneficial consequences with its leading to 
immortality. What other evidence for the primacy of Christian wisdom do we 
need? Consider, moreover, the significance of the quotation from Hilary in 
the opening chapter: “I am aware that I owe this to God as the chief duty of my 
life, that my every word and sense may speak of Him.” For Aristotle, teaching is 
a sign of wisdom; for Aquinas, it is a duty, undertaken out of gratitude. One 
way to put this point is to say that theoria or contemplative wisdom naturally 
overflows into the activity of charity; another and perhaps more accurate way 
of speaking is to say that the practice of theological metaphysics is but one part 
of a more comprehensive set of activities or practices that have as their source 
and goal the very life of God. 

Lest we be misled by all the talk about revelation comprehending philoso- 
phy, leading us into a greater intelligibility, Aquinas accentuates the darkness 
of human inquiry into the highest things. Indeed, he advocates what Josef 
Pieper nicely calls a “philosophia negativa,” a conception of philosophy as 
longing for that which exceeds its grasp. Although revelation teaches with 
greater authority than does philosophy, it deepens rather than erases our sense 
of mystery and our sense that whatever we possess, we possess as a gift. Thomas 
speaks, accordingly, of philosophy leaving “the human race in the blackest 
shadows of ignorance.” In this context, revelation is an act of mercy (clementia) 
that directs human beings to a “higher good than human fragility is able to 
experience in the present life.” In the most prolix description of the office of 
the wise, Thomas quotes the Christian author Hilary: 
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By believing these things, begin, press on, and persist. Even though I know 
that you will not reach an end, I will congratulate your progress. He who 
piously pursues the infinite, although he will not ever achieve it, will none- 
theless make progress by proceeding. But do not intrude into that secret, 
and presuming to comprehend the summit of understanding, plunge into 
the mystery of endless truth. Instead, understand that these matters are 
incomprehensible.*¢ 


More so than human reason, revelation acts as a corrective to the intellectual 
vice of “presumption.” We apprehend a mixture of presence and absence; 
whatever we receive is a gift that cannot be covetously held as a private posses- 
sion but instead invites us to a greater participation in the mystery of things. 

That the nature of things is fundamentally and ultimately mysterious does 
not mean that argument has no place. This reading is congruent with other 
features of the prologue. First, the goal, as we learn in the opening chapter, is 
to teach the truth and refute the opposed errors. Second, in the chapter on the 
book’s mode of proceeding, Thomas five times uses a variant of the phrase “to 
convince an adversary” (adversarius convinci possit [ScG I, c. 9]). Some see 
these two passages as supporting the apologetic thesis.” However, the work of 
Gauthier on the term convincere renders that supposition dubious. Convincere 
does not mean to persuade, but rather to destroy totally. It is thus not part of an 
apologetic project of persuading unbelievers, but is integral to Thomas’s depic- 
tion of the office of the wise. Gauthier writes, 


The necessity of the double office of the sage is thus founded not on the 
need to persuade an adversary, but on a requirement internal to the man- 
ifestation of truth itself: in order to be in the complete possession of truth, it 
does not suffice to have accomplished the first task of the sage; to express the 
truth, it is also necessary to be acquitted of the second task—to show the 
cause of the opposed error.’ 


Thomas's fulfilling of the dual role of the sage does not suit the violent etymol- 
ogy of convincere stressed by Gauthier, namely, the extirpation of opposed 
views. Instead, Thomas seeks to show where and why opposed views go wrong 
and how the partial truths contained in fallacious opinions can be salvaged by 
a more comprehensive account. His practice reflects Aristotle’s conception of 
dialectical reasoning; as Aristotle puts it in Topics 1.2, the raising of searching 
difficulties on both sides assists in the detection of truth and falsity. The en- 
gagement of conflicting views and the refutation of adversaries are characteris- 
tics of dialectical inquiry. For this type of inquiry there are no clear rules, and 
the result is not pellucid deductions; instead, dialectic involves a kind of 
phronetic practice, what David Burrell calls “deftness of judgment” and New- 
man calls “the illative sense.” 
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Naming God as Spiritual Practice 


Frequently, a naive assumption about the power of language to attain the 
divine accompanies an excessive emphasis on demonstration to the denigra- 
tion of dialectical discrimination. This does not seem to be the case in Kretz- 
mann’s reading of Summa contra Gentiles I, since he rightly stresses ‘Thomas’s 
repeated statements about the limitations to our speech about God. In fact, in 
the conclusions of the arguments for God’s existence, we reach not the very 
being of God but only the being true of the proposition “God exists.” Imme- 
diately after the discussion of God’s existence, Thomas insists that we must use 
the way of remotion in trying to reach what God is. As Kretzmann aptly notes, 
the discussion of God’s perfection marks a transition from the “eliminative 
method” to saying something more positive about God, but the transition is 
attended by greater dangers: 


The results of the eliminative method . . . are hardly liable to any kind of 
misinterpretation. But questions of interpretation arise as soon as God is 
called perfect. For we can, and sometimes do, correctly use the word “per- 
fect” in talking about daisies or memorizations, having learned the word in 
such ordinary usage, and the cumulative effect of the eliminative method 
has been to show us how deeply different God is from any ordinary thing 
that we talk about.?? 


As Kretzmann notes, Thomas describes the divine perfection in intensive 
terms having to do with its purity and distinction from all things, and in 
extensive terms having to do with its containing the perfections evident in 
every genus of being.*° The consequence is instructive: 


The multiplication of attributes for a simple God is motivated practically by 
natural theology’s need to construct an a posteriori, analogical, piecemeal 
account of the being whose simple essence couldn’t be known to us as 
such. . . . The complexity of natural theology’s theory of a simple God is 
expressly linked with the extensive aspect of universal perfection.*! 


He then refers to Aquinas's claim that, as a result of our cognitive limitations, 
“it is necessary for God to be given many names. For, we are not able to know 
him naturally except by reaching him from effects. Thus, it is necessary that 
the names by which we signify his perfection be diverse, just as the perfections 
found in things are various." *? 

Not only must we multiply the names of God, but we must also consider 
each positive name in stages. Having identified a perfection in the natural 
order, it “must be stripped of any ordinary implications that cannot be associ- 
ated with God." Next, the term “must be subjected to an incompletely spec- 
ified extension beyond experience,” since God exemplifies each perfection in a 
more eminent way. The stages in the consideration of the names of God are 
"designed to filter out imperfections." Kretzmann's account is correct, even if 
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his use of physical language, which in this case can be no more than meta- 
phoric, may be misleading. References to “stripping away” or “filtering out” 
mightlead one to think that we could actually produce a purified conceptin the 
way we produce a desired physical object by removing its defects. All that we 
can do at the level of thought and language, however, is multiply acts of 
reasoning to correct the limitations of one by the other. The trajectory of desire- 
informed discourse cannot rest in any one affirmation or set of affirmations. 

Kretzmann’s articulation of Thomas’s account of naming by remotion 
may have a welcome effect on the residual tendency among analytic philoso- 
phers of religion to construe religious language in univocal terms.** But the 
use of analogous naming in reference to God requires more than a sense of the 
limits to human discourse. At the heart of Aquinas’s doctrine of analogy is a 
sense of the reversal of discourse necessitated in the ascent to God. Reason 
must turn upside down. 

In his definitive study of analogy in Aquinas, Ralph McInerny focuses on 
Aquinas’s overcoming of Platonism; as interpreted by Aquinas, Plato conflates 
the logical and real orders. He confuses the order of knowing with the order of 
being. Denying that the famous doctrine of analogical predication mirrors the 
real order of being, McInerny asserts, “We are aware that what we last name is 
what is ontologically first.” He explains, 


If the “analogy of being” refers to real relations, so that what is first is the 
cause of what is secondary, and if “analogous names” involve an ordered 
plurality of meanings of a common name in which the first, controlling 
meaning, the ratio propria, is not the cause of the rest, the difference is as 
important as the difference between the logical and real orders. Thomas 
Aquinas took this difference between the order of our knowledge and the 
order of being to be decisive as between Plato and Aristotle. He accuses 
Plato of confusing these two orders and assuming that what is first in the 
order of knowing is first in being. Any confusion of the logical and real 
orders comes under the same criticism. A correct understanding of Thomas 
on analogy saves him from the grievous mistake he attributed to Plato.*5 


As MclInerny further notes, Aquinas never speaks of “analogous concepts,” but 
rather of “terms used analogously.” Prompted by Mclnerny's reflections, 
David Burrell suggests that something like the practice of phronetic judgment 
is necessary to be able to discern the proper “use” of analogous terms.*¢ Al- 
though analogous usage is not to be identified with metaphor, each requires 
"deftness of judgment.” This calls to mind Gadamer's description of phronesis 
as coming into play in cases where the practical task of differentiation faces 
"confusion" that is "especially threatening" to understanding and action.*? 
Burrell goes on to contrast the use of the term “order” in the context of a 
parent trying to keep order in a household, with the use of “order” as applied to 
God. Although in the former case we may have a fairly clear sense of the 
primary analogate, in the latter case it escapes our intellect. Are we then bereft 
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of orientation? Burrell responds by invoking Pierre Hadot's notion of the 
practice of “spiritual exercises” informed by a way of life. Burrell argues that 
the Christian way of life, its pattern of practicing the intellectual and moral 
virtues, is decisively informed by the revealed doctrine of creation ex nihilo. 
He explains, 


Properly analogous use . . . demands an awareness that we are functioning 
as creatures ourselves in a created order whose principles remain unknown 
to us, yet whose lineaments can be glimpsed from time to time. . . . As the 
cause of being, the creator is not an extrínsic cause of creatures, since their 
very to-be is to-be-in-relation to the creator. 


Burrell’s description of the practice of metaphysics is quite similar to 
Stanley Rosen’s depiction of Platonist metaphysics as “the attempt to think the 
whole in the sense of attempting to be at home in it; hence wisdom is more like 
phronesis or what comes to mean in Aristotle ‘practical intelligence’ than it is 
like dialectic."? Aquinas’s sense of metaphysics as oriented to the whole is 
clear in numerous places, for example, when he writes: “We judge those to be 
completely wise . . . in respect of every genus of beings and not according to a 
part." Participated being, which defines our existence as creatures, is the basis 
for analogous naming, what keeps our language from lapsing into sheer equiv- 
ocity. At the same time, participation is what forestalls the possibility of uni- 
vocal language, since creator and created, exemplary source and participated 
image, cannot be located on the same plane or encompassed within some 
neutral, independent language of being or perfection. Burrell's tersely articu- 
lated thesis finds ample support in Aquinas's discussion of divine perfection in 
the Summa contra Gentiles, a discussion that rests on a peculiarly Christian 
understanding of God's relationship to the world, an understanding that en- 
tails a repudiation of the idolatries of the philosophers, whose contemplative 
aspirations, according to Aquinas, are always vulnerable to the vice of self-love. 

Of course, the demonstration of the existence of a supreme being on 
whom everything depends can in itself engender a sense of dependence of 
even the philosopher on a principle that exceeds her grasp. Jacques Maritain 
follows this line of reasoning when he argues, 


To demonstrate the existence of God is neither to subject Him to our grasp, 
nor to define Him, nor to seize Him, nor to manipulate anything except 
ideas which are inadequate to such an object, nor to judge anything except 
our own proper and radical dependence. The procedure by which reason 
demonstrates that God exists, puts reason itself in an attitude of natural 
adoration and of intellectual admiration. 


We have already noted that such admiration is on display in Aristotle’s culmi- 
nating discourse about God in the Metaphysics, in which wonder bordering 
on awe is the dominant response to God's existence. 

The extent to which the philosophical model of knowledge and wisdom 
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must be undone in the ascent to God is most evident in Aquinas’s examination 
of God’s knowledge of singulars and lowly things. By far the longest section of 
the first book, embracing chapters 45—72, treats divine knowledge. Although 
Thomas is not especially exercised by the issue to which Kretzmann bends his 
analytical and reconstructive efforts, namely, that God is intelligent, he is 
worried about God's knowledge of things other than himself. So he takes up 
objections both to the compatibility of divine simplicity with God's knowing a 
multitude of objects and to God's knowledge of singulars.^! The latter issue is 
particularly contentious among Aristotle’s commentators, for the variety in 
conceptions of divine knowledge arises from differences in the understanding 
of divine perfection. Thomas makes explicit the link between conceptions of 
divine perfection and knowledge when he notes that "certain persons try to 
take away the knowledge of singulars from the perfection of the divine knowl- 
edge." Contrary to what Kretzmann supposes, there is no such thing as 
"generic theism," unless that be limited to the minimal, incipient theism we 
reach in the initial chapters of the Summa contra Gentiles. His naive assump- 
tion of the possibility of generic theism rests on his equally dubious belief in 
the existence of generic "perfect-being theism." 

Kretzmann does devote considerable space to the argument establishing 
that God has knowledge, but he overlooks entirely the most lengthy dialectical 
segment of the first book, which is devoted to a consideration of received 
opinions among Aristotle’s commentators, opinions that would circumscribe 
God's knowledge of the world and hence severely compromise his providence. 
Kretzmann moves quickly from God's knowledge, through his will, to his 
possession of moral virtues, which fully bring out God's "personhood."?? What 
this obscures is the crucial intermediate step of showing that God not only is 
intelligent but also is cognizant of singulars and lowly things. The capacity to 
love and to exercise the moral virtues entails an apprehension of ultimate 
particulars. But pagan as well as some Arabic philosophers tend to view the 
divine perfection as solely contemplative and to model it on the life of the 
philosopher. Crucial objections in Summa contra Gentiles I, c. 63 to God's 
knowledge of singulars cite (a) the natural, human ascent in knowledge away 
from sensible singulars to immaterial universals, and (b) the ignobility of lowly 
singulars. Thomas’s response hinges on a twofold remotion. First, the knowl- 
edge of lowly singulars is ignoble only when concentration on lower beings 
distracts from knowledge of higher things, as is the case with us.^* But God 
knows all things through one simple, timeless act of understanding. Thomas 
quotes Dionysius: “Knowing itself, the divine wisdom knows all things, mate- 
rial things immaterially, divisible things indivisibly, and many unitedly.”* Sec- 
ond, not only is God's knowledge simultaneously comprehensive and specific, 
but it is also related to things in a way that is fundamentally different from our 
intellect's relation to things. Our knowledge is dependent on and secondary to 
things, and it operates by abstracting universals from singulars. God's knowl- 
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edge, by contrast, is prior to and causative of things. God thus has a practical 
knowledge of things; his knowledge is akin to the knowledge appropriate to the 
practical, intellectual virtue of art.?6 

The central teaching here is the doctrine of God as truth, who has a 
practical knowledge of created things as objects of his creative art.*’ In this 
notion of divine practical truth concerning ultimate singulars, we can uncover 
the basis of Aquinas’s very rich rethinking of techne as allied to a type of 
practical wisdom or prudential discretion. If at one level Aquinas shares Aris- 
totle’s sense of the subordinate status of techne by comparison to theoria or 
phronesis, on another level he elevates techne as a model for thinking about 
divine creation. Of course, this is but an analogy, and there are rather striking 
disparities between human art and divine art, the most notable of which is that 
God's act of creation presupposes absolutely nothing, whereas human making 
is always parasitic, dependent on antecedent material conditions. Only by an 
extension from its original meaning in our experience can God be said to 
"make" at all; conversely, it is inappropriate to attribute “creation” to any finite 
created being. Once corrected, however, divine artistry provides a fertile 
model for rethinking art and its relationship to prudence and truthfulness. 

Throughout the discussion of God's knowledge of things, ‘Thomas’s con- 
clusions bring him into apparent conflict with Aristotle and into explicit con- 
flict with his commentators. Thomas must combat the theses that composition 
and division are essential to truth, that knowledge of lowly singulars is unwor- 
thy of the divine, that the infinite and future contingents are unknowable. He 
does so by insisting on the proper scope and meaning of terms and by noting 
their equivocal uses. Thus, he uses a number of dialectical strategies from 
Aristotle's Topics 1. 

Thomas’s dialectical resolution of inherited philosophical problems is- 
sues in a more adequate understanding of nobility, perfection, and excellence. 
The perfection of finite intellectual creatures, to whom the etymology of 
"perfection" ("thoroughly made") literally applies, is to move from singulars to 
universals, from the material to the immaterial. God needs no such process to 
achieve “perfection.” Thomas’s response effectively accuses Aristotle’s Arab 
interpreters of an anthropomorphic conception of God, which is a natural 
result of an insufficient use of remotion in moving from human to divine 
perfection. This is the crucial and pivotal discussion in the first book of the 
Summa contra Gentiles, the one that paves the way for a provident Christian 
God who is active in history. Kretzmann is simply too taken by the contempo- 
rary assumption of generic perfect-being theism to identify the crucial debates 
and strategies in the theism of Aquinas’s Summa contra Gentiles. What this 
also obscures from view is Aquinas’s transformed understanding of the prac- 
tices constitutive of the life of wisdom, a way of life that is a participation in, 
and a dim reflection of, the divine life. No longer conceived as a straightfor- 
ward ascent from singulars to universals, the good life is, on the basis of 
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Aquinas's metaphysics of creation, a matter of investigating and negotiating 
the concrete singulars in which being is actualized, the divine is indirectly 
manifest, and the working of divine providence is realized. 

The implications of these themes in Aquinas s theological engagement of 
philosophy, themes that escape the notice of Kretzmann’s interpretation, will 
be developed in the next chapter, where we will encounter the most signifi- 
cant Continental interpretation of Aquinas, that of Jean-Luc Marion. 


The Presence of a Hidden God 


Idolatry, Metaphysics, and Forms of Life 


In their introduction to a volume of essays entitled God, the Gift, and 
Postmodernism, John Caputo and Michael Scanlon note the upturn of interest 
in religion and theology among contemporary Continental philosophers. The 
deconstructionist fascination with what the Enlightenment had “declared off 
limits” has finally opened up the possibility of reflection about religion. “This 
was not,” Caputo and Scanlon explain, “the way it was supposed to turn out. . . 
on the point of religion,” at least not according to “deconstruction’s more 
secularizing . . . admirers,” who “expected not the loosening up of the Enlight- 
enment but the fulfillment and completion . . . of Enlightenment secularism. 
They expected Derrida . . . to administer the lethal dose . . . to a still gasping 
deity.”! Now, how things will turn out regarding God and religion in contem- 
porary Continental thought is not at all clear. In flight from the metaphysical 
idols of presence, the religious faith of Derrida awaits a messiah, a wholly-other 
messiah, a messiah who by definition will never arrive. Waiting for this always- 
beckoning, always-receding messiah prompts tears and a longing for justice in 
the form of hospitality toward the stranger as radically other. The religion of 
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deconstruction has no particular content; instead, it replicates the general 
structure of religion and its form of hope 

Unlike discussions in analytic philosophy, which focus on questions of 
arguments for the existence of God and the coherence and philosophical 
viability of specific religious doctrines regarding, say, the incarnation or the 
atonement, Continental philosophy continues to be preoccupied with issues 
of the death of God and the critique of metaphysics found in authors such as 
Nietzsche and Heidegger. Jean-Luc Marion, for example, shares postmodern 
worries about the way the conceptual idolatries of metaphysics generate their 
own demise, a process analyzed trenchantly in Nietzsche's Twilight of the Idols 
and The Gay Science. Marion thinks that Nietzsche provides a much-deserved 
burial and wake for the God of modern philosophy, yet the God of Scripture, 
of the church fathers, and of the majority of medieval Christian thinkers is not 
susceptible to this critique. Among the latter group of thinkers, Dionysius is 
Marion's chief authority. In treating Dionysius as his primary interlocutor, 
Marion restores to Dionysius some measure of the authority and importance 
he held among the philosophers and theologians of the Middle Ages, not least 
for Thomas Aquinas, who composed a lengthy commentary on Dionysius's 
The Divine Names and who appeals to Dionysius in key arguments throughout 
his corpus. 

Now, Aquinas's interpretation of Dionysius is controversial. In his influen- 
tial God Without Being, Marion depicts Thomas’s commentary as a betrayal of 
the fundamental doctrine and intention of Dionysius. The decisive shift, what 
Marion calls the “rupture,” occurs in Thomas’s granting priority to Being over 
Goodness in the order of the names of God? Much has already been written 
on the primacy of being in Aquinas and on the adequacy of Marion's locating 
God beyond being.* Indeed, Marion has himself moderated his criticisms of 
Aquinas and acquitted him of the charge of falling prey to onto-theology. 

What has yet to be noticed is how prominently worries over idolatry— 
especially conceptual, philosophical idolatry—hgure in Aquinas s teaching on 
God. The so-called metaphysics of Exodus, which has been attributed to 
Aquinas by friends and foes alike, is less a way of identifying God with the 
concept of “being” than a way of protecting the name of God from idolatrous 
appropriation. Moreover, before Marion, Aquinas appropriates the chief ped- 
agogical strategy of Dionysius's doctrine of the divine names, the strategy of 
deploying names as a means of arousing human eros, of beckoning human 
inquirers to pursue that which exceeds the grasp of thought and language. In 
his teaching on God, Aquinas leads us through philosophical descriptions of 
God to a God who is Lord of history, in relation to whom not only redemption 
but creation itself must be conceived as a gift freely and contingently dis- 
pensed. Just as was the case in the last chapter, in our discussion of Norman 
Kretzmann’s analytic reconstruction of Aquinas's theological metaphysics, so 
too here in the discussion of Marion, critical engagement will allow us to bring 
to the fore neglected features of Aquinas's thought, particularly concerning the 
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so-called metaphysics of Exodus, the dual idolatries of same and other, and the 
role of beauty and mimetic practice. Before turning to these themes, it will 
help to have before us a brief account of Marion’s project. 


Marion’s Aquinas 


Marion’s essay “In the Name,” the lead essay in the volume God, the Gift, 
and Postmodernism, is in large part a response to Derrida’s objections to so- 
called “negative theology.” As far back as The Idol and Distance, Marion had 
repudiated the notion of negative theology, noting, for example, that the 
phrase does not appear in Dionysius. Here Marion begins by noting that 
Dionysius’s discussion of the names of God contains not two but three ele- 
ments. It does not simply oppose affirmation and negation in some sort of 
dialectic of the predicates but subordinates both of these to a third way, which 
“transgresses the first two.” The third way, the way of supereminence, as it has 
come to be called, rather than reasserting affirmation actually “deepens the 
unknowing."? It “aims at what remains above every affirmation and negation” 
and marks not so much a resting in a proposition as a trajectory of desire 
beyond discourse. Marion calls this the realm of prayer or praise, the "func- 
tion" of which is no longer “predicative but pragmatic,” a matter not of “nam- 
ing or attributing something to something but of aiming in the direction of... , 
of relating to . . . , of comporting oneself towards."5 In direct contrast to any 
idolatrous attempt to "attain God" conceptually and maintain his presence 
"under our gaze,” in the speech of prayer beyond predication we are “exposed 
to the point of receiving from this non-object determinations that are so radical 
and new that they determine and shape me far more than they teach and 
inform me." We are now involved in a “new praxis,” a liturgical and eucha- 
ristic practice that "operates in the very horizon of God."5 In this reversal of 
discourse, we no longer comprehend or grasp God but are instead compre- 
hended and grasped by God. As Marion puts it, “The Name is not said, it 
calls." The call of the Name allows us to “acknowledge it as goodness, thus to 
love it."? This, for Marion, is the significance of Dionysius's postulation of the 
good rather than being as the first and most proper name of God. It under- 
scores the erotic dimension in the human relationship to the divine, the need 
for us to move toward what calls us but always exceeds our grasp. In more 
philosophical language, Marion speaks of the saturated phenomenon that 
"exceeds what the concept can receive, expose, and comprehend." More 
dramatically, he speaks of an unbearable excess in the intuition of the divine, 
an excess that (in the words of Dionysius and Chrysostom) "conquers the 
human power of language" and incites in us a “holy terror,” in the presence of 
which the soul “shudders and becomes afraid.”!! 

Whatever might be the merits of Marion’s attempt to rescue Christian 
theology from the idolatries of metaphysics, the position is open to important 
criticisms. The sort of reservations we have in mind come neither from the 
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defenders of traditional metaphysics, who think Marion cedes too much to 
postmodernism, nor from the radical deconstructionist critics of metaphysics, 
who deem Marion too traditional. Instead, we have in mind the objections 
raised by Richard Kearney, who is sympathetic with Marion’s project of over- 
coming onto-theology, the “attempt to capture God” in conceptual categories. 
But he worries that the ethical dimension of the divine will be lost if God is 
“entirely removed from being.”!? The absolute alterity of the divine leaves us 
with no ground to distinguish God from a “sublime monster,” the love of God 
from madness, true from false revelations, or holy from unholy ghosts. !? Tak- 
ing his cue from God’s appearance to Moses in the burning bush, where God 
both calls Moses and orders him to remove his sandals out of reverence, 
Kearney argues that we need to think about God as neither too familiar nor too 
distant and as enjoining upon us the eschatological responsibilities of justice 
and charity. If, for Kearney, “God’s relation with mortals is less one of concep- 
tuality than of covenant,” this does not mean that God is encountered only in 
the unknowing stupor and terror of the “saturated phenomena.” Such an 
experience of “confused bedazzlement,” Kearney worries, would lead less to 
“praxis than paralysis.” He explains, “If the saturated phenomenon is really as 
bedazzling as Marion suggests, how can we tell the difference between the 
divine and its opposite? How are we to distinguish between enabling and 
disabling revelations?” As Kearney puts it in his book Strangers, Gods and 
Monsters, the fascination with the Other risks a regression to a pre-Hebraic 
sublime, to mythic monsters beyond good and evil. If the “Other surpasses all 
our categories of interpretation and representation, we are left with a problem 
—the problem of discernment. How can we tell the difference between benign 
and malign others?” We need, he urges, a “critical hermeneutic capable of 
addressing the dialectic of others."!* Marion’s approach would seem to deprive 
us of the very practices necessary for the inculcation of habits of discernment 
in our naming of God, what Burrell calls deftness of judgment. For Kearney, 
God is known as he makes himself known in and through history, in the 
narrative of salvation. Thus, he opts for a narrative theology over both what he 
takes to be the traditional metaphysics of God and the wholly other God of 
deconstruction. 

Although Kearney does not develop it here, the attractions of narrative 
theology are clear. First, instead of emphasizing what philosophers can accom- 
plish autonomously by the use of their own reason, through the conceptual 
analysis of abstract propositions, narrative theology situates all propositions 
within the concrete and contingent events of a narrative. Second, although we 
are participants in the narrative of divine providence, we are not its author; 
thus, the entire drama and our understanding of it are entirely dependent on 
divine initiative, on gifts freely bestowed by the author of the whole. Given that 
the narrative is not over until the end of time (when there shall be a new 
heavens and a new earth), the outcome from the perspective of each individ- 
ual is radically contingent and as yet undetermined. Whatever knowledge, 
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experience, or certainty through grace that we have concerning God can 
never be a complete presence but only a presence mixed with absence. Third, 
appreciation of the narrative cannot be had from the perspective of the impar- 
tial spectator but only by participation in the story, a participation that encom- 
passes and unites thought and praxis, the cognitive and the affective. Thus, 
narrative avoids the pitfalls associated with an idolatrous metaphysics even as it 
allows us to distinguish God from a sublime demonic monster. Being is pres- 
ent, but not ina complete or peremptory way; being is absent, but not to such 
an extent that we are utterly bereft of proper orientation. As we noted in the 
opening chapter, Aquinas thinks that negations are pointlessly uninformative 
unless they be preceded or accompanied by some sort of affirmation, however 
imperfect. 


Metaphysics of Exodus? 


In the teaching on God in the first book of Aquinas’s Summa contra 
Gentiles, and especially in the use Aquinas makes of the teachings of Di- 
onysius, we can uncover Aquinas's profound interest in many of the issues that 
preoccupy Marion and Kearney. As Thomas notes in the prologue, his goal is 
to speak of the truth concerning God and to combat errors: “My mouth shall 
meditate truth and my lips shall hate impiety” (Prov. 8:7).'^ Idolatrous concep- 
tions of God, especially prominent among the gentiles, are the chief target of 
his attacks in Book I. The Summa contra Gentiles lacks the formal structure of 
the disputed question, wherein objections, stated at the outset, are resolved 
after the body of each article. Instead, in each chapter Thomas marshals a vast 
array of arguments on behalf of the thesis he wants to defend, arguments 
pitched at various levels of complexity and often with different authorities in 
mind. At the end of most chapters, Thomas identifies the authoritative sources 
of the errors refuted in the body of the chapter. It is in these concluding 
comments that we find him adverting to the gentiles, about which there has 
been so much debate in the literature on the intent of the Summa contra 
Gentiles. In these passages, the term gentiles refers exclusively to the pagans, 
not to Muslims or Jews. The phrase contra gentiles indicates Thomas’s inten- 
tion to correct the idolatrous conceptions of God among the gentiles. 

The focus on purging idolatry helps to explain some odd structural fea- 
tures of the first book. For example, one of the longest chapters of the first book 
(ScG I. 20) repudiates the thesis that God is a body. Since Thomas has already 
demonstrated that God is not matter or potency or composite, the denial of a 
body to God would seem to be a topic easily dispatched. As he intimates in his 
cataloguing of those who have succumbed to this error, the tendency to limit 
God to the imaginable is at the root of idolatry. His prolix examination of the 
question whether God is bodily reflects the intention of the work; an opinion 
that has been the source of the most pervasive form of idolatry in the human 
race merits careful scrutiny. 
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Aquinas ends this chapter by observing that those who have fallen prey to 
the error of supposing God to be bodily have been led astray by their imagina- 
tion. He goes on to counsel that it is necessary to relinquish the imagination in 
the investigation of incorporeal things. Of course, Aquinas does not suggest 
that we can think our way clear to God by replacing images with pristine 
concepts. He has not abandoned the Aristotelian thesis that human beings 
require phantasms in order to think. Instead, we must engage in a complex 
chain of reasoning wherein negation figures prominently. The entire discus- 
sion of God begins with Thomas insisting, in Dionysian fashion, that “the way 
of remotion is especially to be used in the consideration of the divine sub- 
stance, since by its immensity it exceeds every form that our intellect attains.” ?6 
We will need to apply negations not just to images but to concepts as well. 

As the first book progresses, the worry over the pagan tendency to identify 
God with sensible images gives way to a protracted attack on the idolatry of the 
philosophers, who risk conflating God with ideas or concepts. The less tied to 
concrete images an idea is, the more likely we are to be deceived into thinking 
that we have reached or comprehended God. This is why in some contexts 
Dionysius expresses a preference for the concrete images of Scripture, what he 
calls unlike likenesses, to abstract perfections. Once we have escaped the 
crude idolatry of equating God with what we can sense or imagine, we are less 
likely to think that in calling God fire, for example, the image actually compre- 
hends God. If Aquinas counsels us to transcend the imagination, he is acutely 
aware that our very success in this endeavor can be perilous. He is especially 
worried about the identification of God with ens commune, an identification 
that would conflate God and the common being of created things. God’s pure 
being is not to be identified with the mere fact of existence, indifferently said of 
all existing things. Indeed, ens commune does not exist on its own, but only as 
the act of existence of finite beings. Thomas explains the contrast between this 
common yet derived sort of being and divine being in this way: 


Divine being is without addition not only in thought but also in the nature 
of things; not only without addition, but even without any receptivity to 
addition. God is thus proper not common being; for his being is distin- 
guished from all others in that nothing can be added to it." 


Not ens commune but esse subsistens provides the best description of God. 
For some, the appearance of esse denotes Thomas's capitulation to onto- 
theology and the metaphysics of presence. For others, like Marion, even if it 
does not vitiate Aquinas's project in this way, it does risk making "being" rather 
than "good" the primary name of God. We shall see shortly that Aquinas finds 
in Exodus not just the name of God as subsistent being but also a complex 
divine pedagogy, wherein the notion of God as nothing other than being gives 
way to an experience of God as manifesting the good in and through temporal 
moments. For now we need to attend to the grammatical character of esse 
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subsistens, which combines two modes of signifying, the abstract esse and the 
concrete subsistens. The abstract mode of the infinitive points to the limitless 
existence of God. The concrete mode of the participle subsistens points to a 
concretely existing being. The somewhat jarring juxtaposition of these two 
modes of signifying precludes two possibilities: first, that of lumping God 
together with other beings, of treating him merely as one being among many, 
even as the highest member of a hierarchy; and second, that of confusing God 
with any abstract concept, no matter how elevated or informative. It simply 
will not do to accuse Aquinas of associating God with an order of abstractions 
or concepts, or—what is worse—to suppose that Thomas associates God’s 
being with the category of substance. We can assert, indeed, reason con- 
clusively to, the truth of God as esse subsistens, but we can provide no image or 
single idea of what we know to be the case about God. The grammatical 
lessons of esse subsistens frame the entire discussion of divine perfection. 

Aquinas emphatically rejects the suggestion that we can define God in 
any strict sense. Definition requires that we locate the thing to be defined 
within a genus and then determine its specific difference, what distinguishes it 
from all other members of the genus. God is not in a genus; he transcends all 
genera. Were we to leave it at this, however, we would not have said anything 
very helpful. Aquinas argues that we can arrive at some knowledge of God by 
the multiplication of negative differences, which contract the divine essence 
and set it apart from all other things. Thus, Aquinas will say that we are coming 
to a knowledge of God as distinct from all other things. But, as we noted in the 
discussion of Thomas’s preferred name for God, ipsum esse subsistens, there is 
no possibility here of resting in a conceptual vision of God. Each step in the 
contracting of the divine essence, each multiplication of negative difference, 
only serves to underscore the distance of God from us, from our language— 
indeed, from the whole of created being. As Marion puts it, “Being does not 
erect an idol before God, but saves his distance.”!® 

In this way, Aquinas is not an exception to Marion’s claim that “the 
requirement neither to know nor name God in terms of presence traverses the 
entirety of Christian theology.” In the course of enumerating orthodox authori- 
ties who testify to God’s transcendence of discourse, Marion mentions Thomas 
Aquinas, “for whom . . . it is necessary that man know how to unknow,” since 
what God is remains hidden and unknown. He cites with approval Aquinas’s 
gloss of Dionysius: “What the substance of God is remains in excess of our 
intellect and therefore it is unknown to us; on account of this, the highest 
human knowledge of God is to know that one does not know God."!? From our 
perspective, none of this entails that we cannot reject certain claims about God 
as false or that we are cannot know anything positive about God. Indeed, as we 
have stressed throughout, Aquinas insists that the activity of negation rests on 
affirmation of some sort. Marion himself attempts to capture this in the precise 
significance he bestows on the term "distance." It indicates not merely separa- 
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tion or otherness but a "separation that unites” or a ^communing gap” (l'ecart 
communiant).? Distance thus signihes at once transcendence and imma- 
nence, absence and presence.?! 

Aquinas himself speaks of our knowledge of God as shrouded in the 
shadow of ignorance (in tenebra ignorantiae). Whatever positive knowledge 
we have will fail to comprehend the divine essence. The sense of mystery 
about the divine is nowhere more operative than in the discussion of God as an 
eternal being. Eternity, we should immediately note, is a negative term, indi- 
cating the absence of time or change in God. But the negation does not put us 
in a very good position to apprehend anything positive about eternity; nor does 
recourse to the bare present, experience of which eliminates memory and 
anticipation, the two requirements for any sort of intelligible human experi- 
ence of the world. Yet we also have, to borrow a phrase from Wordsworth, 
intimations of immortality or eternity. Insights about eternity are perhaps 
best—that is to say, least misleadingly—expressed in terms of a poetic coinci- 
dence of opposites.? The claim that the identification of God with esse in- 
volves conceiving of eternity purely in terms of a frozen temporal present 
moment is not just a woefully misleading caricature; in fact, it exhibits the sort 
of inordinate confidence in the ability of human language to capture the 
divine that Thomas is constantly at pains to undermine. It also runs counter to 
Thomas’s supple interpretation of Exodus, which he reads as teaching us our 
ignorance of the "sublime knowledge" of God, when it says of Moses that "he 
approached the dark cloud in which God dwells" (Exod. 20:21). 

If we were to associate Aquinas with an alleged metaphysics of Exodus, we 
should at least have to see how expansive this discussion is. We should need 
especially to see that, although Thomas does not write narrative theology, his 
own teaching on God in the first book of the Summa contra Gentiles reflects in 
some measure the narrative order of God's revelation to the Jews. Just as God's 
selt-revelation to Moses does not cease, but only begins, with "Iam who am,” so 
too, Thomas does not think that ipsum esse exhausts the God of Exodus. In fact, 
in the very chapter where he argues on behalf of divine perfection, Thomas first 
provides an argument that bridges the earlier discussion of esse to the present 
topic. He argues that whatever is highest in a certain order is the measure of all 
that falls under that order, possessing whatever perfection is included in that 
order. God, who is “his own being,” is the measure of all beings; consequently, 
no “perfection appropriate to this or that thing is lacking to Him.” He then adds 
the following striking argument: “This is why, when Moses asked to see the 
divine countenance, or glory, he received this reply from the Lord: ‘I will show 
thee all good; as it is written in Exodus (33:18, 19)."7* 

Thomas’s procedure in Summa contra Gentiles I reflects, in an under- 
stated and indirect manner, the narrative development of God's self-revelation 
to Moses in Exodus. God's revelation of himself as "Iam who am" underscores 
the divine simplicity and transcendence of all that can be experienced and 
grasped by humans. This name functions to separate God from all else that is 
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and thus serves to combat any attempt to conjure God by an idolatrous name 
or magical incantation. Yet this is preparatory to a further and more intimate 
self-disclosure of God to Moses, which occurs as Moses is being taught the Ten 
Commandments and the proper worship of the divine. In this context God 
speaks of his friendship with Moses. There is no question, then, that goodness, 
rather than being, is the richer, more informative name of God. The future 
tense of the verb in the statement, “I will show thee all good,” also highlights 
the future-oriented tenor of God’s revelation, his promise to continue to com- 
municate himself to his chosen people in history. 

God thus reveals a code of conduct, a way of living righteously or justly. 
Aquinas describes the precepts of the natural law, which overlap with the 
teachings of the Decalogue, as exhibiting the dictates of justice. The law also 
promises aid, for it invites human beings to live more fully in accord with that 
code precisely by living in greater fidelity to God and others. As Kearney 
describes it, “future-oriented praxis” runs counter to all “fatalist archeologies 
of evil” because it resists acquiescence “in the fate of an origin that precedes 
us.^ Here again we confront the paralyzing vices of philosophies or the- 
ologies that celebrate the Other as utterly alien, which forces us dangerously 
close to the position of “abandoning ethical praxis."?6 Without some notion of 
intelligible and continuous selfhood over time, there is no determinate other 
with whom I can keep faith and “no self to be faithful”; accountability and the 
practice of its allied virtues would dissolve.” 


Idolatries of Same and Other 


Accountability does not necessarily entail equality or perfect reciprocity. 
As MacIntyre’s account of the role of accountability in intellectual and moral 
pedagogy makes clear, beginners in any inquiry or discipline are dependent 
upon the authority and example of their teachers. Philosophy itself remains 
rooted in the received authorities of its principal teachers and their texts; to 
assert the autonomous independence of philosophy, its grounding in pure 
reason, is to deprive the philosopher of the sources of knowledge and progress. 
From this vantage point, we can appreciate not only the tragic character of any 
philosophic attempt to start out from a beginning free of all presuppositions 
(Aristotle said, “To learn one must believe”). We can also appreciate that the 
discussion of the act of religious faith will have important implications, not just 
for theology, but for philosophy as well. 

According to Josef Pieper, faith has two dimensions: a belief about some- 
thing and a belief in someone, the witness or possessor of knowledge.?* In the 
case of religious faith, these two dimensions coalesce: God is both the one 
trusted and the one about whom we believe something. Faith is a type of 
personal knowledge, the goal of which is “communion with the eye witness,” a 
"participation in the knowledge of the knower."?? Since faith is technically 
defined as thinking with assent, it involves mental investigation and probing. 
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Instead of giving us rest, it incites us to greater intellectual activity. Faith is not 
just a path toward understanding, but it also involves some apprehension of 
truth in its very act. Pieper quotes Aquinas: “Man could not believingly assent 
to any proposition if he did not in some way understand it.”*° If God were, as 
some would have it, "absolutely other," the involvement of the intellect at all 
in the act of faith would be rendered otiose. One of the chief analogies be- 
tween human and divine on which Christian theologians have insísted con- 
cerns the scriptural and creedal claim that God is a personal being. Thus, 
although faith is a matter of accepting a number of propositions on trust, it is 
fundamentally and ultimately about sharing in the life ofa personal God. The 
key question concerning the nature and possibility of divine revelation is "How 
do you perceive a person?" Pieper remarks pointedly, “If God is conceived asa 
personal Being, as a Someone rather than a something, and a Someone who 
can speak, then there is no safety from— revelation."?! 

In the pivotal sections of the discussion of God in the first book of the 
Summa contra Gentiles, Aquinas subtly underscores the sort of point made by 
Pieper, namely, that if God is a transcendent personal being, there is no safety 
from revelation, no safety in the primitive idolatry of the worship of things and 
images, and no safety in the conceptual categories of the philosophers. In this 
section of the book, Thomas makes explicit and sustained use of Dionysius, 
the thinker to whom Marion repeatedly turns. The discussion of naming is 
provoked by the question of whether God can be called perfect; the problem of 
divine perfection might be said to constitute the chief and culminating dialec- 
tical battle of the first book of the Summa contra Gentiles, a contest which is 
absolutely crucial to the structure and plan of the entire work and in which 
Thomas finds himself at odds with the imposing figures of Averroes and Avi- 
cenna and their interpretations of Aristotle. Although he does not take Mar- 
ion's path, Thomas does combat the dangers of philosophical idolatry by 
underscoring the distance that separates us—our language and thought—from 
God and by accentuating the erotic character of discourse about God. 

The three elements in the Dionysian way of speaking about God are 
operative here in Aquinas. When we refer to an order of affirmation, negation 
or remotion, and affirmation by supereminence, we should not think that at 
the third stage we have reached a purified concept. It is not as if negation peels 
away the imperfect crust of human language to arrive at an intelligible core; 
indeed, this would be to think of this process in physical terms. Instead, the 
limitations of the original concept remain; the corrective consists in multiply- 
ing acts of reasoning. The causal likeness of creatures to God at once justifies 
our use of analogous perfections and underscores the distance that separates 
our modes of knowing and speaking from the prime analogate. 

Marion himself now notes that the analogy of naming does notlocate God 
and creatures on the same plane. In a pertinent passage from Summa contra 
Gentiles 1, 12, which Marion quotes, Aquinas denies that there is any composi- 
tion in God and adds: “The to be (esse) in which God subsists in himself is 
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unknown to us, just as his essence is.” Correlatively, as Marion notes, Aquinas 
rejects the claim that God is part of the subject of metaphysics, as would be 
required by onto-theology.?? Instead, God enters metaphysics, not as part of 
the subject of the science of metaphysics, but as a principle or cause of the 
subject. God is never the direct object of metaphysical inquiry. 

Still, this acknowledgment of the transcendence of God does not utterly 
annul the language we use to speak of God. Thomas’s conclusion is less 
volatile than Marion’s: 


Because we arrive at a knowledge of God from other things, the reality in 
the names said of God and other things belongs by priority in God accord- 
ing to his mode of being, but the meaning of the name belongs to God by 
posteriority. And so he is said to be named from his effects.” 


In this sense, Marion’s broad assertion that the sole point of the divine names is 
to undermine all language about God is unfounded. On this view it would be 
hard to make sense of Dionysius’s patient analysis of the differences and or- 
dered relationships among the various names. What is the rationale for this 
specific set of names? Aquinas’s emphasis on the access that we have to God 
through nature does not set up a comprehensive and self-satisfied philosophy 
of God; instead, it is an acknowledgment of the first gift of creation. Thomas 
explicates the “twofold mode of truth” in pedagogical terms, as two ways in 
which God instructs, one through creation and another through revelation. 
The supremacy of theology need not exclude philosophical or metaphys- 
ical investigations; indeed, the first three books of the Summa contra Gentiles 
should be seen as a sustained philosophical moment within a remarkably 
complex theological pedagogy, as a recovery of the created order for the pur- 
pose of a greater penetration of the divine. Pertinent here is Aquinas’s state- 
ment, “To take away from the perfection of created things is to detract from the 
perfection of divine power.”** This involves a robust conception of reason and 
a welcoming attitude toward reason on the part of faith. It also involves careful 
and simultaneous attention to both the capacities and the limitations of rea- 
son. Such a supple and divided appraisal of reason has been rare in the history 
of philosophy and theology, especially in the modern period, where rational- 
ism competes with skepticism and fideism. The contemporary danger, as 
Turner describes it, is that the negative or apophatic element in speculative 
theology is “recast as lying in the simple deficiency of reason” and as an 
unlearned ignorance (ignorantia indocta) rather than a "learned ignorance" 
(docta ignoranita). The “delicately constructed tension" between the positive 
and negative “within both reason and faith" would thus become “a polarity 
between the negative possibilities of reason and the positive possibilities of 
faith.” The theologian cannot, of course, leave it at this, with spelling out the 
achievements and limits of reason.?? As Turner describes it, theology's defense 
of reason and philosophy has to do with a "necessary condition of faith's own 
selt-articulation through the exercise of reason within faith, that is to say, with 
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what reason must be capable of in its own terms if it is to serve its purpose 
within faith’s selfexploration as quaerens intellectum." ?" 

Perhaps we should see Thomas as curbing certain tendencies in Diony- 
sius. In a striking anticipation of contemporary concerns about Marion, Um- 
berto Eco voices the following reservations about Dionysius: “In a Dionysian 
universe, coruscating with beauty, mankind risked losing its place, of being 
blinded and then annulled.”** But one also wonders whether there are not the 
resources in Dionysius himself for a corrective to Marion's reading. Hans Urs 
von Balthasar, the contemporary theologian to whom Marion is perhaps most 
indebted, underscores the need to balance Dionysius as the defender of the 
God beyond all limits, even that of being, with Dionysius as the theologian of 
creation as the establishment of limits.*? Balthasar cites Dionysius’s pervasive 
use of terms for order, measure, arrangement, hierarchy, and limit. Dionysius 
carefully works out a logic of whole and part that describes the whole as 
containing particulars without “endangering their individuality.” For Bal- 
thasar’s Dionysius, divine love draws all things into an “unconfused union."*! 
Dionysius is the great articulator of creation as a hierarchical system, wherein 
creation and divine providence "preserve and operate in accord with the 
nature of each being." Precisely these principles inform Thomas's descrip- 
tion of creation in the second book of the Summa contra Gentiles. Thomas 
quotes Dionysius approvingly: "Divine wisdom links the ends of higher crea- 
tures with beginnings of lower creatures.” 

Without the intelligibility of images and judgments, the orientation of 
human persons toward God—whether in philosophy, theology, or liturgy, in 
what Marion calls the pragmatics of the language of worship—would seem to 
be derailed. The vertigo induced by the saturated phenomena would render us 
aimless, a condition more akin to the pagan Dionysiac rites celebrated by 
Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy than to the liturgical practices recom- 
mended by the Catholic Dionysius.** Von Balthasar rightly sees Dionysius as 
an enormously rich source for his own theological aesthetics, but his reading 
of Dionysius underscores the proportion or harmony between revelation and 
the human capacity for receiving the revelation. As John Milbank puts it, “To 
convert the given into the gift, to receive love, one must admit the mediation of 
appearing and revelation."? This is a theme that Aquinas develops in his 
discussions of the fittingness of God being worshipped under sensible signs 
and images; a parallel line of reasoning figures in the discussion of the appro- 
priateness of the incarnation. As he puts it in the Summa contra Gentiles, the 
sacraments mirror the logic of the incarnation. Quoting the Mass of the 
Nativity, Thomas writes: “While we know God visibly, we are seized by a love 
of things invisible.”* 

Aquinas does not go as far as Marion in stressing the “radical otherness” of 
God to sinful humanity, the alterity of agape and grace to human nature. The 
worry about Marion’s so removing God from being that we entirely lose our 
bearings and are unable to distinguish God from a sublime monster surface 
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once again. Thomas would put the objection this way: If grace were so op- 
posed to human nature that its operation constituted, not a reparation or 
elevation of nature, but a destruction and reconstruction of human nature, 
then nature would rightly resist grace. Every nature is naturally opposed to 
what is inimical to its own being. However weakened, disordered, and dark- 
ened is human nature by the stain of sin, nature never loses its inherent 
goodness, its telos toward the good. 

As Kearney astutely notes, in its flight from the idolatry of being and 
goodness, the “postmodern sublime” courts a “new idolatry: that of the imme- 
morial, ineffable Other.”*’ In this, “the upwardly transcendent finds its mirror 
image in the downwardly monstrous. Both extremes are so marked by the 
experience of radical alterity that they transgress the limits of representation” 
and “revert to a primordial indistinction” that “negates any notion of the 
ethical; 

By contrast, Aquinas always keeps in view the human orientation to the 
good, even as he underscores the various ways in which through vice we may 
become blind to its presence and deaf to its call. Throughout the second and 
third books of Summa contra Gentiles on creation and providence, Thomas 
urges upon believers the importance of the study of creatures, since this in- 
quiry destroys idolatrous errors about God, promotes proper understanding of 
God's wisdom and power, and incites souls to a love of divine goodness. In 
decidedly erotic language, Aquinas describes the “aroused souls of men” be- 
coming “intoxicated” in the presence of God and drinking from the “torrent” 
of divine delights.*? 

Not precisely what Marion calls holy terror, but something not entirely 
dissimilar either, can be found in Thomas’s description of the human ascent to 
God. In the culminating chapters of the first book, but especially in the treat- 
ment of creatures in the second, Thomas makes pervasive use of the language 
of beauty. Just as in the discussion of the divine names, so too in the discussion 
of creatures, Thomas simultaneously underscores the status of creatures as 
reflections of the divine and the distance that separates creatures from their 
source. In both cases, the discourse is erotic. The goal is to inflame rather than 
satiate human desire for God. This is the profound lesson of Thomas's com- 
mon and overlooked practice of ending each chapter of the Summa contra 
Gentiles with passages from Scripture. Far from being an afterthought, they 
illustrate the inscribing of philosophical investigation into the narrative of 
Scripture, the passage of discursive reason into the language of prayer and 
praise as proper responses to the revealed gifts of beauty and goodness. 

The experience of beauty has an ecstatic dimension for Aquinas. It in- 
volves being borne out of oneself and into the object of delight. Such a vision 
of the relationship of the human person to goodness and beauty is incompat- 
ible with voluntarism, with a conception of the human person as standing 
aloof from the world, indifferently related to good and evil, choosing her own 
set of values. Here again there is a convergence between Aquinas and Mur- 
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doch, who regularly insisted on the good and the true as attractive powers, 
drawing us onward and shaping our freedom. "Life," Murdoch writes, is a 
"spiritual pilgrimage inspired by the disturbing magnetism of truth, involving 
ipso facto a purification of energy and desire in the light of a vision of what is 
good."^ The interpretation of contemplation as ecstatic love is also deeply 
incompatible with the craftsman model of self-sufficiency and autonomous 
control that some have detected in the ancient philosophic adulation of 
contemplation. 

If Murdoch insists on the primacy of the Good, she is equally emphatic 
about our need to “keep constantly in view the distance between good and 
evil, and the potential extremity of evil.” Indeed, the ubiquitous experience of 
“moral failure,” whose presence pervades Murdoch’s novels, underscores the 
transcendent nature of the good. The “purely good,” she writes, is “essentially 
beyond us."?! By comparison, Aquinas might seem to neglect or downplay “the 
potential extremity of evil” in his account of human nature. In spite of his rich 
depiction of human agency, he might be said to anticipate the naive optimism 
of modern liberalism. Do we find evidence in Aquinas of an appreciation that 
we are, in Murdoch’s words, “benighted creatures sunk in a reality whose 
nature we are constantly and overwhelmingly tempted to deform by fan- 
tasy”?°? We can, I think, find ample evidence for Aquinas’s appreciation of 
human evil. For example, in his discussion of the universal knowability of the 
natural law, he asserts that sin can erode precepts as basic as the one against 
theft.” In his description of the vices, he highlights the way intemperance 
hardens the heart, rendering us indifferent to the needs of others, and the way 
pride creates in us the illusion of self-sufficiency that exhibits itself in a blind- 
ness to the needs of others less fortunate than ourselves. More generally and 
most dramatically, Aquinas insists that there is no limit to our progress in evil. 
He makes such a claim on the basis of the primacy of the good and an 
understanding of evil as a privation. Since evil presupposes the good and 
cannot exist except in a subject whose being retains its goodness, there is no 
limit to the erosion of the good by evil. Such examples and analyses of evil in 
Aquinas could be multiplied. 

Of course, Aquinas thinks that we cannot gain an adequate handle— 
theoretical or practical—on evil apart from revelation. Although he thinks that 
we can discern “probable signs” of original sin in our experience, we could 
never reason from these to the doctrine of original sin.** But Aquinas’s account 
of sin embodies Paul’s assertion that where sin abounds, grace abounds all the 
more. And it is in the discussion of grace that the perception of the good as 
beautiful resurfaces. The beautiful plays an important role in Thomas’s under- 
standing of the nature and efficacy of divine pedagogy. For example, grace 
closes the gap, introduced by sin, between the precepts of the natural law, 
which concern goods appropriate to human nature, and the apprehension of 
the suitability of the law to human nature. Grace restores beauty to the human 
soul and makes possible an appreciation of the good as beautiful.” It re- 
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establishes the connaturality of the good, which is a precondition of love.” 
Grace restores the ability to perceive, take delight in, and appropriate the 
claritas, or radiant beauty, of the good, which is embodied in the virtues. 


Vita Apostolica as Mimetic Practice 


But precisely how do grace and revelation transform our understanding of 
human nature and its good? The alteration is evident in many ways. Given our 
previous discussion, it might be best to focus on the topic of contemplation. We 
have already seen Aquinas accentuate the enduring role of wonder in the 
philosopher’s contemplative yearning to know the ultimate good. In his discus- 
sion of Christian contemplation, he highlights not only its erotic and aesthetic 
character butalso the integration of contemplation with action in the life of the 
believer. Moreover, the distinctively Christian understanding of beauty is mod- 
eled on Christ’s incarnation and his sacrificial offering of himself to the Father. 

The contemplative life has its roots in the affections: “From the love of 
God we are inflamed to behold his beauty” (ex dilectione Dei aliquis inardescit 
ad eius pulchritudinem conspiciendam).*’ Beauty encircles the contemplative 
life. The perception of the beautiful initiates desire; contemplation of spiritual 
beauty or goodness is the beginning of spiritual love.** Conversely, the experi- 
ence of beauty is a consequence of contemplation. In Christ, we see the beauty 
of the divine life, and our desire to participate in that life is thus inflamed.*? 
Torrell suggests that in Aquinas’s theology, Christ is understood as the “Art of 
the Father.”© The action of Christ, Aquinas writes, was “for our instruction” 
(Christi actio fuit nostra instructio).9! The ceremonial portion of the law, 
which determines the proper manner of divine worship, mirrors the descent of 
God to us and the manifestation of the eternal in time, of the spiritual in the 
sensible. It renders the divine truth proportionate to our embodied, temporal 
condition and enables the *ray of divine light to shine upon us under the form 
of certain sensible figures.” Through divine worship, the likenesses of divine 
things are “expressed in words” and “proffered to the senses.”° The cere- 
monial precepts are a synecdoche for revelation itself; they evince the capacity 
of Scripture to encompass, divide, and order the whole of time. As Thomas 
puts it, “The external worship of the old law prefigures not only the future 
truth to be manifested in the fatherland, but also Christ, who is the way leading 
to the truth of the fatherland.” As the incarnate Word and the Word accord- 
ing to which the world is created, Christ is simultaneously means and end, 
sign and signified. In his emphasis on Christ’s beauty, Aquinas does not gloss 
over the horrific suffering that Christ endured. In his commentary on the 
Epistle to the Hebrews, he writes, “Christ through his blood has opened up for 
us a new path. .. . Just as the high priest enters through the Veil into the Holy of 
Holies, so if we want to enter the sanctuary of glory, we must pass through the 
flesh of Christ, which was the veil of his divinity: “You are truly a hidden God’ 
(Isa. 45:15).75> 
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The model of the life of the Christ informs Aquinas’s transformation of the 
pagan understanding of the relationship of contemplation and action. Thomas 
states that the contemplative life is intrinsically superior to the active life, yet 
the life devoted solely to contemplation is inferior to one given to both con- 
templation and instruction or preaching. In his articulation of this teaching, 
Aquinas simultaneously brings to bear the full resources and central claims of 
a metaphysical theology and a social account of the good. Such a life imitates 
the very structure of being, the pattern established in God’s going out from 
himself to communicate his goodness with creatures. It also supplies what was 
commonly known in the medieval period as a scale or ladder of perfection that 
diverges sharply from the dominant model, which culminated in activities 
geared to personal perfection, rather than a “social orientation.”° The re- 
ligious life is a “certain kind of exercise where one aims by practice at the 
perfection of charity.”®’ The apostolic life is a participation in the activity 
whereby the superabundant beauty of the Creator is manifested to creatures 
and whereby one angel communicates to another. As Guy Bedouelle, O.P., 
puts it, the Dominican purpose was to restore the “bond between the Word 
received and the Word given, and thus to incarnate it in a significant way 
of life."65 

The life of teaching and preaching is superior to the merely contempla- 
tivelife only when the former derives from an abundance of contemplation (ex 
plenitudine contemplationis derivatur). The notion of an abundance or pleni- 
tude of contemplation overflowing into the activity of teaching or preaching 
recalls Thomas's remarks about claritas as an irradiation of superabundant 
beauty and as a manifestation of splendor. The basic argument on behalf of the 
mixed life runs thus: “The contemplative life is simply better than the active 
life concerned with bodily acts. But the active life of preaching and teaching, 
wherein one hands on to others things contemplated, is more perfect than an 
exclusively contemplative life because the former presupposes an abundance 
of contemplation. Thus Christ chose such a life.”® A complicated pattern of 
ascent and descent, rather than a simple ascent from the things of the world to 
the transcendent good, characterizes the Christian understanding of the good 
life. In this context, the practice of virtue is intimately tied to theological 
metaphysics; it involves a mimesis of the very life and activity of God, whose 
essence is indistinguishable from his being. 

Now, Aquinas’s account of God as identical to goodness and of Christ as 
truth and beauty incarnate runs counter to Murdoch’s insistence that to iden- 
tify any singular being or particular example of goodness with goodness itself is 
to construct an idol. Good, she holds, is “real as an Idea, and is also incarnate 
in knowledge and work and love. This is the true idea of incarnation, and is not 
something obscure.””° The “indefinability of Good,” she continues, “is con- 
nected with the unsystematic and inexhaustible variety of the world and the 
pointlessness of virtue. . . . A genuine sense of mortality enables us to see virtue 
as the only thing of worth; and it is impossible to foresee the ways in which it 
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will be required of us. That we cannot dominate the world may be put in a 
more positive way. Good is mysterious because of human frailty, because of 
the immense distance which is involved"! 

Aquinas can concur with Murdoch, although not for precisely the same 
reasons, on the inexhaustibility of the good, on the pointlessness of virtue, and 
on the fragility of the human possession of goodness. He would have reserva- 
tions, however, about Murdoch’s continued reference to the Idea of the Good. 
Of course, Murdoch is careful not to lapse into problematic assertions about 
the ontological status of the Ideas. Yet Murdoch seems to move beyond the 
dialectic between the Idea of the Good and its concrete instantiations precisely 
in her attempt to retain the divine, without recourse to God or revealed reli- 
gion. In words that unintentionally expose the weakest point in Murdoch’s 
philosophy of the good, she concludes her most ambitious philosophical book, 
Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals, with words from Psalm 139: 


Whither shall I go from thy spirit, whither shall I flee from thy presence? If I 
ascend into heaven, thou art there, if I make my bed in hell, behold, thou art 
there. If I take the wings of the morning and dwell in the uttermost parts of 
the sea, even there shall thy hand lead me, and thy right hand shall hold me. 


The preponderance of “thys” and “thous” in the words of the psalm bespeaks a 
personal presence that haunts, thwarts, cajoles, entices, guides, and comforts 
us. But, as Murdoch herself was well aware, the Good cannot pursue, but can 
only be pursued. By contrast, the God of the Psalms manifests goodness as a 
personal presence. 

On the topic of eros, Aquinas is much closer to Dionysius than Marion is. 
Marion’s understanding of eros is derived at least in part from Heidegger’s 
conception of the utter alienation of Dasein and, through Heidegger, from 
Luther’s view of human nature as totally depraved by original sin. These are 
odd and uncongenial authorities through which to mediate Dionysius’s under- 
standing of eros. While acknowledging the debilitating effects of sin, both 
original and actual, on human nature, Aquinas nowhere posits a violent op- 
position between the fallen creature and its transformation through grace. 
Such a severe denigration of created nature diminishes God’s first communi- 
cation of himself to human beings in the act of creation. This is the first gift, 
preceding the gift of grace. 

The sharp opposition of eros to agape, of human to divine love, entails a 
dichotomy between nature and grace, rendering one the enemy of the other. 
The greatest evisceration of eros occurs in the post-Freudian understanding of 
eros as sexual stimulation or as a need that leads us toward others only so that 
we might devour their separateness and subordinate their existence to our 
wants. Pieper attempts to restore a proper understanding of eros as a “desire for 
full existence, for existential exaltation, for happiness and bliss.” His defense of 
eros, properly understood, recurs to the integrity and goodness of creation. The 
denigration of eros risks reducing the creature, the very one to whom the 
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commandment of love is issued, to nothing. Is eros, he asks, “strange and 
foreign” to agape? Or is it not the ground within which supernatural grace 
takes root and blossoms?”? As Aquinas is fond of noting, we are commanded to 
love our neighbors as we love ourselves. "If love (amor) were not good in itself, 
charity (caritas) would not perfect it."? 

Dare we speak, as Aquinas does, of the perfection of eros by agape? “Per- 
fection always includes transformation. And transformation necessarily means 
parting from what must be overcome and abandoned precisely for the sake of 
preserving identity in change.”’* Such a transformation occurs in and through 
the sacrifice of praise. Charity and its allied virtues inform the Christian way or 
form of life as Aquinas understands it and practices it. Marion himself quotes 
the famous phrase “form of life" from Wittgenstein's Investigations: “The lan- 
guage of praise utilizes unverifiable significations but, through the intention 
and ‘form of life,’ delivers an intelligible and in fact understood meaning: the 
usage of linguistic praise is not founded in an absurd empirical verification of 
the Requisite, but in the quasi-liturgical ‘form of life’ that establishes it in 
distance, for a request, in the manner of a requestant.””> But questions about 
the intelligibility of our comportment toward a God utterly beyond being 
persist. What is the intelligibility of this “form of life"? For Aquinas, at least, the 
form of life that comports us toward God consists in the communal and 
ecclesial practice of the virtues, intellectual and moral, natural and infused. As 
Chenu has splendidly argued, the twelfth- and thirteenth-century recovery of 
nature and reason is hardly a movement in the direction of idolatry. It is 
instead a direct result of the rejuvenated evangelical impulse: “The return to 
the primitive life of the church, to the life of the apostles, the vita apostolica . . . 
inspired a new awareness of the ways that grace could take root in nature."7$ 

As much as it may capture a certain and enduring experience in the 
religious life, Marion's "confused bedazzlement" must give way to, or at least 
beunderstood within the context of, a set of virtuous practices. The practice of 
virtue is a participation in the “form of life” proper to the gospel, which is itself 
a revelation of the fullness of being as beautiful and lovable. Of course, as 
Marion is at pains to remind us, these practices and the dispositions they seek 
to foster in us can never be reduced to habits in the Aristotelian sense. They 
never become attributes possessed autonomously by human agents. They are 
rather gifts whose sustaining center is God. In this context, it would not be 
misleading to describe charity, which Aquinas identifies as the form of the 
virtues, as a ^communing gap,” that is, in Marion's terms, as “distance.” 


Portraits of the Artist 
Eros, Metaphysics, and Beauty 


In The Idol and Distance, Jean-Luc Marion argues that Nietzsche’s cri- 
tique of the Christian concept of God maintains its pertinence only as long as 
it attends to a clearly identifiable “ ‘God; an idol that it sees."! Marion quotes 
Heidegger's assertion that "God" is the “name for ideas and ideals? In what 
devotees of Nietzsche would doubtless see as a heretical reading, Marion 
suggests that Nietzsche lays the groundwork for conceiving of atheism itself as 
idolatrous, as presupposing that it has an adequate conceptual starting point 
for thinking “God” and then moving on to repudiate that concept. Nietzsche 
associates the twilight of the idols with nihilism, the time in which transcen- 
dent values devalue themselves. Nihilism, as Nietzsche writes in The Will to 
Power, means that the whole no longer speaks through human beings, that the 
aim is lacking, that the human being is forlorn and left to the devices of her 
own wishes? Nihilism is the natural result of the heavy-handed moralization 
of reality in the great religious and philosophical traditions; it fosters ressenti- 
ment toward what is, in favor of a separate world of ideas and ideals. 

For Aquinas, God is clearly nota name for "ideas and ideals." As we saw in 
the last chapter, the language of perfection must be turned upside down to 
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apply to God atall. Aquinas offers an alternative to the conceptual idolatries of 
the metaphysics of presence and the anarchic wallowing in Dionysian other- 
ness. Creation itself—the concrete actualization of singular beings—is a gift 
from, and participation in, a personal being whose mode of existence escapes 
conceptual expression. Our approach to the Giver of every good and perfect 
gift involves not so much logical deductions as the exercise of phronetic dis- 
crimination, a capacity for discernment inculcated and honed by involvement 
in a way of life. What Pierre Hadot has demonstrated concerning the ancient 
philosophical schools is true of Aquinas’s pedagogy. Indeed, his pedagogy 
seeks to arouse and engage the natural human longing for the beautiful, for a 
way of life that pursues an ever deeper penetration of the manifestations of 
beauty in the created order and an ever more complete appropriation of the 
virtues constitutive of the good life. Thus, Aquinas’s language regarding God 
and creation is thoroughly aesthetic. 

Although Marion does not develop or even note them, there are nu- 
merous points of convergence between Aquinas and Nietzsche on aesthetics, 
metaphysics, and the role and limitations of reason. The prominence of the 
language of eros and the beautiful in both authors has much to do with the 
sense of reason as enveloped within a larger context in which it participates 
as an incomplete part. Erotic language always appeals to a lack, an as-yet- 
unsatisfied desire or longing. And eros is not merely aimless desire or the sense 
of lack; it is not “negative excitation” or a “projection outward” from the 
intellect or will; rather, it is, as Stanley Rosen describes it, a “force from above 
and outside the soul that comes down into it and raises it to the heavens.”* An 
instructive consequence of this conception of eros is a certain downgrading, at 
least from a post-Romantic perspective, of the status of the artist: there can be 
no autonomous artistic creation, since the artist herself is but a participant in a 
larger order? Nietzsche’s corrective to naive romantic assertions of ethical 
autonomy and artistic self-expression is to construe the artist as a participant in, 
or even as an artifact of, a primordial source. 

Neither Nietzsche nor Aquinas limits art and the beautiful to the spe- 
cialized sphere of the aesthetic, as it has come to be called in the last two 
centuries. As we shall see, Nietzsche conceives of tragic art as an expression of 
the very nature of the human condition and as having salutary social and 
political lessons. Aquinas's metaphysics of participated actuality renders every 
creature artistic to some degree. Norris Clarke writes, 


If every being turns out to include a natural dynamism toward self-commu- 
nication through action, we can say truly, in more than a metaphorical 
sense, that every being is naturally a self-symbolizer, an icon or image- 
maker, in some analogous way like an artist, expressing itself symbolically, 
whether consciously or unconsciously. . . . The selfsymbolizing tendency 
in all the finite beings we know turns out to be an imperfect participation or 
imitation of the inner being of God himself, revealed to be supremely and 
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perfectly self-symbolizing in its eternal interior procession of the Son from 
the Father and the Holy Spirit from both.’ 


Of course, this is an account that Nietzsche repudiates, often with great vehe- 
mence. He thinks that Christianity is hostile to eros: “[It] gave eros poison to 
drink; he did not die of it but degenerated into a vice."? But the different 
starting points, orientations, and conclusions of Nietzsche and Aquinas only 
make more striking the parallel set of concerns each author investigates. Both 
authors must face questions concerning the nature and role of artistic creation, 
the sources of aesthetic experience, and the relationship between making and 
knowing. 

Precisely such an encounter, on precisely these issues, between Nietzsche 
and Aquinas is woven into the very fabric of James Joyce's Portrait of the Artist 
and Ulysses. Although Joyce is not a philosopher, his fiction embodies a num- 
ber of strategies for undermining strains of Enlightenment modernity and of 
Romanticism, modernity's reactionary mirror image. In the midst of the cas- 
cade of recent studies of Joyce, there has been a quiet resurgence of interest in 
the affinities between Joyce and premodern philosophy, especially Aristotle. 
Weldon Thornton’s interpretation of Portrait presupposes something like the 
Aristotelian metaphysical teaching on potency and act—a teaching Hugh 
Kenner once identified as the “sharpest exegetical instrument we can bring to 
the work of Joyce.”? Even more than Kenner, Thornton demonstrates the 
exegetical fecundity of the doctrine of potency and act, which is to suggest 
unrealized possibilities toward which the action of the novel points but which 
remain frustrated by particular defects in the characters. 

Thornton makes a convincing case for the presence of Aristotelian notions 
of human agency and narrative rationality in Joyce, especially in Portrait of the 
Artist. He does not, however, investigate the interplay of elements from Thomis- 
tic metaphysics, theology, and aesthetics in Portrait and Ulysses.!° Although 
Joyce does not embrace Aquinas’s original formulation, he understands the 
affinity between Aquinas’s Trinitarian metaphysics and his conception of ethi- 
cal practice ina human community. Joyce also sees that these theological and 
ethical teachings have implications for questions concerning the unity or 
disunity of narratives of human action and the relationships of self to other. 


Nietzsche and Joyce: 
Enlightenment Demise, Romantic Dissolution 


Among the many fascinating aspects of Joyce’s deployment of philosophi- 
cal currents is the way Thomistic themes figure alongside Nietzschean themes 
in his stories. In Portrait of the Artist this is particularly the case when it comes 
to the issue with which Stephen Dedalus is most occupied, namely, aesthetic 
creation. The germane text from Nietzsche is The Birth of Tragedy. In this 
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early and seminal text, Nietzsche depicts the history of the West as a struggle 
between two gods, two models of art, and two experiences of the relationship of 
the individual to the whole of society and nature.!! The hidden source of 
Greek society and hence of the West is Dionysius, the primordial will, the 
surging force of chaos at the root of all human activity and thought. Dionysius 
is prior to the distinctions between good and evil and among objects. Di- 
onysius, who is the primal suffering and source of wisdom and creativity of all 
things, is the spirit of music and is prior to language. Since it eliminates the 
possibility of individuation, it is void of conscious awareness and hence cannot 
know its own wisdom. By contrast, Apollo, as the principium individuationis, is 
responsible for the introduction of distinctions between good and evil and 
among objects. It is embodied in the plastic arts. It thus makes rational com- 
prehension and articulation possible. 

Given its dependence on Dionysius, the triumph of Apollo is always 
tenuous and unstable. If Apollo seeks to dominate Dionysius, it becomes 
effete, rationalistic, and static. The "entire existence" of Apollo depends *on a 
hidden substratum of suffering and knowledge revealed to him by Dionysius." 
Nietzsche writes: 


And now let us imagine how into this world, built on mere appearance and 
moderation and artificially damned up, there penetrated, in tones ever 
more bewitching and alluring, the ecstatic sound of the Dionysian festival; 
how in these strains all of nature’s excess in pleasure, grief, and knowledge 
became audible, even in piercing shrieks; and let us ask ourselves what the 
psalmodizing artist of Apollo, with his phantom harp-sound, could mean in 
the face of this demonic folk-song.'? 


For a brief but remarkably fertile period, the period of Greek tragedy, the 
Dionysian and the Apollonian existed in a kind of harmony. The Apollonian 
elements in tragedy, the role of speech and individual characters, make possi- 
ble our indirect apprehension of the primal will, whose confrontation we 
cannot endure directly. Apollo, who is the source of the maxims “Know thy- 
self” and “Nothing in excess,” individuates and allows for conscious apprehen- 
sion and expression. 

The history of the West is the story of the increasing dominance of Apollo, 
the crucial stage of which is the Socratic turning away from poetry and music 
toward the good, the true, and the beautiful. Socratic rationalism is developed 
further in Christianity, and especially in modern science. The following out of 
the trajectory of rationalism undermines itself: "Science, spurred by its power- 
ful illusion, speeds irresistibly toward its limits, where its optimism, concealed 
in the essence of logic, suffers shipwreck.” The “limits of theory” engender a 
"turn to art" Logic "bites its own tail" and gives rise to a "tragic insight." 
Socratic culture suffers from “the delusion of limitless power."? Another way 
to express science’s undermining of itself is in terms of the search for truth, 
which Judaism and Christianity introduced into the world and which is car- 
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ried forward most forcefully by science. That very pursuit leads inevitably to 
the acknowledgment that all these systems are but lies, concealing the chaotic 
abyss at the root of all things. 

By contrast, tragic culture exalts “wisdom over science,” seeks a "com- 
prehensive view,” and embraces “with sympathetic feelings of love, the eternal 
suffering.” '* Tragic art serves life and restores health and wisdom to the human 
soul. Nietzsche urges that we consider science in light of art, and art in light of 
life. This does not entail the rejection of reason, but rather its relocation. Itcan 
no longer stand apart from the rest of nature as its tribunal; instead, it is but a 
part, subordinate to, and nourished by, an extra-rational order of instinct. Its 
ideal is the Socrates who practices music. Where does this view leave the 
artist? 

In some ways, Nietzsche’s theory is compatible with a romantic under- 
standing of the artist. He exalts art over science, instinctive wisdom over discur- 
sive reason, and myth over inquiry. In other and more important ways, how- 
ever, his theory is surprisingly critical of the standard romantic view of the 
artist. As Peter Berkowitz observes, it deprives the artist of selconsciousness, 
autonomy, and creativity.'? As a participant in the Dionysian primordial unity, 
according to Nietzsche, he is ^no longer an artist"; instead, he has "become a 
work of art."!6 Nietzsche goes so far as to say that the “individual with egoistic 
ends” is the "antagonist of art.”!” He also repudiates the romantic, and for 
Nietzsche residually Christian, view of nature. He comments that “this har- 
mony . . . this oneness of man with nature . . . is by no means a simple 
condition that comes into being naturally. . . . It is nota condition that, like a 
terrestríal paradise, must necessarily be found at the gate of every culture. Only 
a romantic age could believe this."!5 This view of nature, which is an Apollo- 
nian myth, culminates with the thoroughly modern image of the "sentimental, 
flute-playing, tender shepherd."!? 

How would a Nietzschean reading of Portrait of the Artist proceed? The 
very structure of the Portrait mirrors that of the progression toward a recovery 
of pagan art in The Birth of Tragedy. The Christian religion occupies the third 
and middle chapter in Portrait; it has the same intermediate status in the novel 
that it does in Nietzsche's history. The description of the religious life is 
reminiscent of the dominant themes in Nietzsche's own account. It is founded 
in fear; the entire focus of the third chapter of Portrait is the part of the Ignatian 
retreat that treats of the last things: death, judgment, heaven, and hell. Yet 
heaven is not touched upon at all. Fear of the unknown or of the certainty of 
eternal punishment for the unrepentant drives a wedge between the rational 
system of final judgment and the passions and instincts. Indeed, the notion of 
the self is atomistic, isolated into discrete moments, and to be subject to the 
control of isolated acts of will. The narrator describes Stephen's life imme- 
diately after his conversion as being “laid out in devotional areas"? As he 
begins to be tempted again by the “insistent voices of the flesh,” he experiences 
an "intense sense of power to know that he could by a single act of consent, in a 
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moment of thought, undo all that he had done.” But then, “almostat the verge 
of sinful consent,” he would be “saved by a sudden act of will” (165). 

To emphasize exclusively the negative elements in the Christian religion is 
to obscure Nietzsche’s view of it, for he detects in the religious impulse an 
inchoate and unconscious artistic impulse. We are awed by the interplay of 
opposites in the saint, by his project of self-overcoming, of transforming the self 
into a work of art. Similarly, Stephen Dedalus inclines toward an aesthetic view 
of the religious life. He speaks of how “beautiful” itwould be to love God. To the 
mortification of the senses, especially touch, “he brought the most assiduous 
ingenuity of inventiveness” (163). The kinship between art and grace is clear 
from its power to create an entirely new world, “The world for all its solid 
substance and complexity no longer existed for his soul save as a theorem of 
divine power and love and universality” (162). In fact, certain elements of the 
purported life of grace as Stephen experiences them resemble the vices of the 
romantic artist. Stephen's scrupulous vanity is akin to artistic self-absorption 
(166). Both grace and art sever his ties with the ordinary lives of others. He was 
unable to “merge his life in the common tide of other lives” (164). 

As in The Birth of Tragedy, so too in Portrait, the opposition of the pagan 
and the Christian is prominent. The contrast is present in the name of the 
novel’s protagonist, Stephen Dedalus, who has both the name of the first 
Christian martyr and that of the famous artificer of Greek myth. At the crucial 
transitional section of the novel, Stephen rejects the possibility of a vocation to 
the priesthood and realizes his artistic call. In his meeting with the Jesuit who 
suggests that he pursue the path ofa religious calling, he is counseled: “And let 
you, Stephen, make a novena to your holy patron saint, the first martyr” (173). 
Later in that chapter, precisely when Stephen realizes his artistic vocation, he 
is called Stephanos by his friends. The Hellenization of the Christian part of 
his name signifies the transition from the modern Christian world to the 
premodern pagan world. It thus reflects Nietzsche’s rebirth of tragedy, wherein 
the limits to the Christian worldview open up the possibility of a recovery of 
the primacy of pagan culture. 

In spite of these similarities between the development of Stephen’s real- 
ization of his artistic vocation and Nietzsche’s history, there are crucial differ- 
ences, differences that might lead us to appraise Stephen’s character as falling 
short of the Nietzschean vision of the artist. As we noted above, Nietzsche does 
not celebrate the crude romantic depiction of the artist as an isolated individ- 
ual, cut off from others, who creates from autonomous sources. Precisely this 
vision of the artist entraps Stephen. Many commentators have expressed a 
sense of disappointment at the final chapter of the Portrait. Instead of a further 
development of Stephen’s character, we find a kind of stasis and an inability to 
create anything substantial. His lone piece of writing is a short villanelle that 
critics have described as narcissistic and as Joyce’s parody of symbolism. Ste- 
phen thinks it crucial to his artistic achievement that he “fly” past the nets of 
nation, language, and religion. His goal is “to discover the mode of life or art 
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whereby” his “spirit could express itself in unfettered freedom” (267). Ste- 
phen’s assertions of independence are undermined throughout the novel, but 
nowhere more explicitly than in his growing awareness of and identification 
with the myth of Dedalus. The primacy of that myth is evident in the epigraph 
to the entire work from Ovid: “Et ignotas animum dimittit in artes.” The 
primacy of myth indicates that, although there is a gap between Nietzsche’s 
selt-understanding and Stephen’s, that gap may be bridged by the perspective 
of the narrator. 

Stephen is repeatedly described as yearning for and answering a call: first 
in his desire to sate his lust with the prostitute, then in his repentance of his 
lust and his flirtation with a religious vocation, and finally in his realization of 
his artistic mission. In all these cases, he is moved by things outside him or by 
passions that are within him yet beyond his control. In fact, the entire work 
begins with Stephen’s father telling the children’s story of the meeting be- 
tween a moocow and baby tuckoo, in which Stephen is identified with the 
“nicens little boy baby tuckoo.” The location of an individual within a myth, 
story, or tradition can be given various interpretations. One plausible inter- 
pretation is that of Nietzsche. Consider, for example, Stephen’s earliest non- 
religious experience of self-transformation, which occurs as he performs his 
part in a school play, where he sheds his normal timidity and self-conscious- 
ness: “Another nature seemed to have been lenthim. . . . It surprised him to see 
that the play which he had known at rehearsal for a disjointed lifeless thing had 
suddenly assumed a life of its own. It seemed now to play itself, he and his 
fellow actors aiding it with their parts" (90). The passage is strikingly reminis- 
cent of Nietzsche's description of the tragic chorus: “The tragic chorus is the 
dramatic proto-phenomenon: to see oneself transformed before one's own eyes 
and to begin to actas if one had actually entered into another, another charac- 
ter... . Here we have a surrender of individuality and a way of entering into 
another character"?! 

Consider, furthermore, that the rebirth of tragedy arises out of the spirit of 
music. Stephen is frequently described as hearing and being moved by music. 
“The vast cycle of starry life bore his weary mind outward to its verge and 
inward to its center, a distant music accompanying him outward and inward.” 
(110). Music breaks the artificial divisions, characteristic of Apollo, between 
inner and outer. As he begins to escape from family into the university, Ste- 
phen anticipates a “new adventure.” He hears “notes of fitful music leaping 
upwards a tone and downwards a diminished fourth . . . It was an elfin prelude, 
endless and formless; and as it grew wilder and faster, the flames leaping out of 
time, he seemed to hear from under the boughs and grasses wild creatures 
racing, their feet pattering like rain upon the leaves” (147). The passage comes 
remarkably close to Nietzsche’s depiction of the Dionysian. 

For all the apparent approaches toward the Dionysian, Stephen falls short 
of the achievement Nietzsche lauds. Stephen’s lack of creativity mirrors his 
moral and psychological solipsism. He is detached from and indifferent to all 
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others and thus suffers from an inability to communicate or to love. In a telling 
exchange with Cranly, he is asked whether he loves his mother and responds 
that he doesn't know what the words mean. Cranly persists, “Have you ever felt 
love toward anyone or anything?" “Staring gloomily at the footpath,” he re- 
sponds, “I tried to love God . . . It seems to me now I failed. It is very difficult. I 
tried to unite my will with the will of God instant by instant. In that I did not 
always fail. I could perhaps do that still . . ." (261). The most persistent themes 
in the final fragmentary sections of the novel have to do with women. He is 
troubled by his inability to love or even remember his mother in any detail and 
is confused and angered over his complicated feelings toward the woman he 
cannot love and yet cannot free himself from. His adolescent selfconscious- 
ness is evident in one meeting with her: “Talked rapidly of myself and my 
plans. In the midst of it unluckily I made a sudden gesture of a revolutionary 
nature. I must have looked like a fellow throwing a handful of peas into the air" 
(275). Stephen's pathologies and vices are summed up in his repeated use of 
the phrase “non serviam." His life is a kind of comic imitatio diaboli. How are 
we to appraise Stephen's multiform lack of fecundity? 

Given what we have argued above about the parallels between the novel 
and Nietzsche's theories, it might make sense to understand Stephen's impo- 
tence as a failure to break through the Apollonian to the Dionysian. Does not 
Stephen embody precisely that antagonism to art that Nietzsche detects in the 
individual with egoistic ends? Stephen's romanticism is the antithesis of, and 
an enduring impediment to, true art. For the Nietzsche of The Birth of Tragedy 
and The Advantage and Disadvantage of History for Life, creation is possible 
only through a kind of historical rootedness and, at least in Birth, through a 
radical subordination of the individual self to the primordial will by becoming 
its instrument. The modern notion of progress, with its abandonment of tradi- 
tion and memory, eliminates the conditions for the possibility of creativity. Yet 
Nietzsche himself often depicts creation as an act of violence and destruction, 
as an evisceration of the past and present for the sake of an unknown future. 
Perhaps on account of his growing realization that Germany would not pro- 
vide creative cultural soil, Nietzsche moves in the direction of the life-affirm- 
ing individual who sets himself against a decadent culture to become a creator 
of values. This is but one of many unresolved tensions in Nietzsche's thought. 

In Portrait, Stephen embodies this tension in Nietzsche's account of cre- 
ativity. In Stephen's mind, the contrast is embodied in the distinction between 
the feminine cultivation of memory and the voluntarist, masculine orientation 
toward the future. One pertinent passage runs thus: “Certainly she remembers 
the past. Lynch says all women do. Then she remembers the time of her 
childhood—and mine if I was ever a child. The past is consumed in the 
present and the present is living only because it brings forth the future" (273). 
The emphasis on creativity and novelty entails not only overcoming the past 
but also emptying the present—the only moment of time that we actually 
experience—of any except instrumental significance. Stephen's conscious at- 
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tempt to repudiate the past is rooted in his voluntarist conception of Christian 
conversion, evident in his momentary belief that the past was now behind 
him. Stephen would seem here to be the embodiment of that peculiarly 
modern type from which Iris Murdoch recoils, the type of humanity as re- 
duced to brave, naked, solitary will. The project of gaining an autonomous, 
conscious control over all of one’s powers alienates one from the past and from 
the penumbral elements of one’s conscious awareness. Such a project is 
doomed to failure: As Stephen attempts to forget the object of his affection, 
“on all sides distorted reflections of her image started from his memory. . . . she 
was a figure of the womanhood of her country, a batlike soul waking to the 
consciousness of itself in darkens and secrecy and loneliness” (239-40). 

If there are numerous connections between Joyce’s Portrait and Nietz- 
sche, there are also disparities. Nietzsche’s typology of tragedy and comedy 
does not fit neatly with Joyce’s writing. Nietzsche contrasts the universal typol- 
ogy of the tragic hero with the treatment of the individual as an individual in 
the comic.” He attributes the decline of tragedy to the “victory of the phenom- 
enon over the universal, and the delight in a unique, almost anatomical prepa- 
ration.” In place of tragedy’s “eternal type,” we find the “prevalence of charac- 
ter representation and psychological refinement.””? 

The ending of Portrait anticipates a tragic fall. Stephen’s calling upon 
Dedalus in the words “Old father, old artificer, stand me now and ever in good 
stead,” clearly portends Stephen’s own failure, as it identifies Stephen with 
Icarus, whose ambitious flight ended in a fall. The deeper incongruity be- 
tween Joyce and Nietzsche has to do with the latter's celebration of aristocratic 
tragedy, which is virulently antidemocratic, perhaps even antipolitical. Joyce’s 
approach, by contrast, is democratic and more comic than tragic. In the only 
passages in which Stephen seems heroic, he also appears foolish. In the pen- 
ultimate fragment, Stephen writes of his mother, “She prays now, she says, that 
I may learn in my own life and away from home and friends what the heart is 
and what it feels” (275). Her answer to Stephen’s dilemma is that he should 
identify himself more fully with ordinary folk. This seems to be the attitude the 
narrator wishes to induce in the reader as well. Stephen is young; we feel 
sympathy for him that we feel for a precocious but inexperienced child. We 
also pity his foolishness. 

Such a perspective presupposes that the narrator’s point of view is not 
simply to be identified with that of Stephen. It also suggests that the simplistic 
account of Joyce’s style as first person stream of consciousness must be aban- 
doned. The individual consciousness gives way toa more comprehensive third 
person point of view. As Thornton persuasively argues, the narrator does not 
seek to reflect the flow of conscious activity in the protagonist, but to capture 
the more complex flow of his entire psychic environment, much of which 
Stephen is unaware. The narrator does, as Stephen suggests he should, disap- 
pear behind or beyond his work, but it is not at all clear that he adopts a 
position of neutrality or indifference toward his main character. As both 
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Thornton and Stanley Sultan show, Joyce’s use of irony frequently serves to 
enrich rather than merely subvert a character’s selfunderstanding.** Irony 
does not undermine the individual quest for meaning, but rather locates it 
within a more comprehensive account, it urges compassion toward human 
weakness, and its laughter presupposes some measure of identification with 
ordinary human beings. Ellmann captures this nicely: “The initial and deter- 
mining act of judgment in his work is the justification of the commonplace. . . . 
Joyce’s discovery . . . was that the ordinary is the extraordinary.”” 

The prominence of ordinary human beings sounds less like Aristotelian 
tragedy than comedy, wherein there is a certain proportion between characters 
in a drama and the audience. Comedy contains persons at our own level or 
slightly lower. The narrator in Joyce’s novels treats these ordinary folks as 
objects neither of romantic celebration nor of cynical dismissal. He may share 
some of Nietzsche’s reservations about the deleterious effects of religion on 
the human psyche, but he shares none of his virulent criticisms of slave moral- 
ity or devotion to noble ethics.” 

If this interpretation is correct, then there is a disparity between Stephen’s 
account of the relationship between author and work and that operative in the 
novel. At the end of his development of his aesthetic theory in Part V of 
Portrait, Stephen traces the transition from the lyrical through the epical to the 
dramatic, wherein the author progressively distances himself from his work: 
“The personality of the artist . . . finally refines itself out of existence, imperson- 
alizes itself. . . . The mystery of esthetic like that of material creation is accom- 
plished. The artist, like the God of the creation, remains within or behind or 
beyond or above his handiwork, invisible, refined out of existence, indifferent, 
paring his fingernails” (233). Of course, the assertion is in part a denunciation 
of the conception of art as principally a matter of self-expression. But there is 
something to Lynch’s retort, “Trying to refine them also out of existence,” an 
aptly sardonic comment indicating that the creator’s indifference is actually an 
antipathy. Aquinas, to whom Stephen has been appealing as his authority in 
things aesthetic, pervasively deploys analogies between human and divine 
artistry, but he does not take them as literally as Stephen does, nor does he 
depict the creator of the universe as indifferent to his creation. Joyce does not 
cynically mock the all-too-human foibles of his characters, nor does the narra- 
tor imply that he is indifferent or that the reader should be. 

The ambivalence we feel toward Stephen at the end of the book allows for 
multiple interpretations. As some critics have argued, the vices that impede 
Stephen’s growth as a human being and as an artist are precisely those decried 
in the sermon on hell that stands at the center of the story. Consider, for 
example, the echoes of Satan’s “non serviam" in Stephen’s proud refusal to 
identify himself with the lot of others and his self-absorbed attempt to create ex 
nihilo. The painful isolation of Stephen at the end of the book recalls St. 
Thomas’s teaching—cited by the priest—that the greatest spiritual punishment 
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of hell is the pain of loss, the isolation from the greatest good and hence from 
all other goods. 

As critics have remarked, Joyce may have lost his faith, but he retains 
many of its philosophical categories. In part, what the novel seems to retain is a 
Thomistic moral and philosophical critique of the exaltation of the creative 
will. The final section of Portrait draws out the untoward consequences of 
radical voluntarism, a voluntarism that emerges in the sermon on hell, a 
sermon replete with a thoroughly modern and typically Jesuit conception of 
the Christian life. As Stephen’s pagan roots begin to eclipse his Jesuit educa- 
tion, the voluntarism continues to surface. The echoes of the Satanic refusal to 
serve reveal the envy and pride at the root of Stephen’s willfulness. The self 
thus supplants the divine and becomes a sort of self-creating divinity. 

Nietzsche himself is not entirely clear on this point. As we have seen in 
Birth of Tragedy, he repudiates the autonomous creativity of the artist who, in 
order to create, must become an artifact, a participant in the Dionysian source 
of all creativity. Yet elsewhere, particularly in his late investigations, he cele- 
brates the value-creating capacities of the great-souled. Nihilism itself is “am- 
biguous.” If nihilism is the “unwelcome guest,” it is also an opportunity, clear- 
ing a path for “increased power of the spirit"? In contrast to the despairing 
herd mentality of the passive nihilists, active nihilists see the decline of tradi- 
tional moral and religious systems as an occasion for the thoroughgoing de- 
struction of desiccated ways of life and for the creation ofa new order of values. 
Active nihilists, the philosopher-artists of the future, will engage in the "trans- 
valuation of values." They stand beyond good and evil and engage in aesthetic 
self-creation, a project that is an affront to society's religious and democratic 
conventions. The problem is that Nietzsche consistently repudiates the very 
possibility of any sort of natural or metaphysical standard in light of which 
aesthetic self-creation might be appraised. In the end, Dionysian chaos engulfs 
all. Yet he simultaneously holds that the philosophers of the future will engage 
in a new rank ordering of human values. 

Nietzsche's remedy for the nihilistic epoch, his path beyond nihilism, 
promotes a particularly virulent form of aristocracy. As he puts it frankly in the 
chapter “What is Noble?" from Beyond Good and Evil: 


Every enhancement of the type “man” has so far been the work of an 
aristocratic society—and so it will be again and again—a society that be- 
lieves in the long ladder of an order of rank and differences in value be- 
tween man and man, and that needs slavery in some sense or another. 
Without that pathos of distance that grows out of the ingrained difference 
between strata . . . keeping down and keeping at a distance, that other, 
more mysterious pathos could not have grown up either—the craving for an 
ever new widening of distances within the soul itself, the development of 
ever higher, rare, more remote, further-stretching, more comprehensive 
states . . . the continual “selfovercoming of man."$ 
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For all of the positive reflections of Nietzsche in the novel, there is in the 
critique of voluntarism a crucial departure from certain tendencies in his 
thought, tendencies encapsulated in the notion of the primacy of willing. 
According to the perceptive analysis of Berkowitz, the fundamental tension in 
Nietzsche is this: Although he wished to base right making on right knowing, to 
ground a proper evaluation of levels of creative power on a rank order of 
character, his complete repudiation of any sort of natural, civil, or religious 
standard puts his entire project into question. As Berkowitz puts it, Nietzsche 
“pursues the antagonism between knowing and making to its breaking point.” 
The primacy of the will stultifies the understanding and ends up paralyzing the 
will itself, since there is nothing in light of which the will might deliberate and 
act. Nietzsche’s project of incessant selfovercoming would seem to lead to 
precisely the sort of nihilism that he detests. As Stanley Rosen puts it, “Chaos 
empties rank-ordering of its significance.”*° 


Beauty, Romantic Isolation, and Human Communion 


In his exposition of Aquinas’s conception of the relationship between 
reason and faith, natural theology and revelation, Denys Turner turns to music 
as one way to encounter the limits of reason. Turner argues that Aquinas shares 
with post-Nietzschean thought the belief that “reason points to an otherness 
that it cannot know.” For Aquinas, however, the otherness is not complete, nor 
is the unknowability intrinsic to what is other by way of an excess of intel- 
ligibility. In the Derridean celebration of the difference of difference, Turner 
sees no prospect of rescue from nihilism, from the sense that beyond reason 
there is nothing but a “vacuous, empty nothingness, an endless prolongation 
of postponements.” If, however, it were possible to name the otherness as God, 
then we might have some recourse. Indeed, the meaningfulness of our speech 
rests precisely on such an affirmation, as Nietzsche negatively indicates when 
he states that we have not rid ourselves of God because we have not rid 
ourselves of grammar.?! 

Joyce would not seem to share what Turner identifies as Nietzsche’s log- 
ophobia. Even if he does not clearly affirm a Thomistic alternative, he presents 
a powerful version of that alternative in his two most influential works, Portrait 
and Ulysses. Combined with Stephen’s penchant for Thomistic aesthetics, the 
subtle departures from Nietzsche in Portrait suggest the possibility of an alter- 
native reading grounded in the thought of Aristotle and Aquinas. Aquinas 
appears as an authority late in the book, after Stephen has acknowledged his 
artistic vocation, when he elucidates his aesthetic theory. But this is precisely 
the point at which we begin to realize that Stephen’s progress as an artist and a 
human being is far from complete. If art is sometimes conceived as an inap- 
propriate escape from life, then Stephen’s taking refuge in aesthetic theory 
rather than immersing himself in the artistic process might be seen as a further 
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retreat from life. Stephen would thus embody an antithesis to Nietzsche’s 
subordination of science or theory to art, and of both of these to life. Further- 
more, Stephen’s emphasis on the stages in the rational apprehension of objects 
in aesthetic perception lies clearly on the side of the Apollonian, not the 
Dionysian. All this is true, but it fails to capture the complexity of Stephen’s 
character as revealed in his theory. One of the problems with appraising the 
use of Aquinas is that there are so many errors of interpretation interspersed 
with the insights that it is difficult to know what to attribute to whom. 

That we should take the theory somewhat seriously is, I think, evident 
from its usefulness in accounting for Stephen’s ecstatic aesthetic vision of the 
girl on the beach, a vision that marks the realization of Stephen’s call and the 
high point of the novel. The vision illustrates not only the stages of apprehen- 
sion butalso the claim that aesthetic perception is void of desire and loathing— 
indeed, of kinesis itself. The vision is an example of static aesthetic experience. 

The theory, which Stephen explicitly claims to have borrowed from Aqui- 
nas, explicates the famous statement that “the beautiful is that which pleases 
when seen” in light of the three marks of the beautiful: wholeness, harmony, 
and radiance. The first stage is the observation of an object as distinct from all 
others, as “selfbounded and selfcontained” (230). So, on the beach, Stephen 
first sees a “girl . . . before him in midstream, alone and still” (285). In the 
second stage, there is an apprehension of the fitting relationships among the 
parts of the object and of each part to the whole. So, he proceeds to observe her 
bodily parts—her legs, her thighs, her waist, her bosom, her hair, and finally 
her face. Stephen compares the first stage to the second as the “synthesis of 
immediate perception” to the “analysis of apprehension.” The third stage is 
also described as a synthesis, in which the “supreme quality of beauty, the clear 
radiance of the esthetic image, is apprehended luminously by the mind which 
has been arrested by its wholeness and fascinated by its harmony" (231). So 
Stephen sees in the girl's face, to which her bodily parts have gradually led his 
gaze, the ^wonder of mortal beauty" (186). 

There are a number of problems with Stephen's purported fidelity to Aqui- 
nas, not the least of which is his couching the theory in distinctively modern, 
epistemological terms. Indeed, the very notion of an aesthetic theory is alien to 
Aquinas.?? Although aesthetic themes surface throughout Aquinas’s writings, 
they are not subject to sustained theoretical analysis. Not just in his penchant for 
theory, but also in the particular content of his account, Stephen's views are in 
some measure incongruous with those of Aquinas. Stephen's theory embodies a 
set of dualisms. The split between soul and body, intellect and sensation, reason 
and desire runs through the entire discussion. True art, according to Stephen, is 
static rather than kinetic because the latter is associated with passions that are 
"[nothing] more than physical." At one point, Stephen revealingly comments to 
Cranly that, although we are animals, we are just now in a mental world. While in 
his examples of aesthetic perception he focuses on the concrete apprehension of 
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sensible objects, he also speaks of the senses as “prison gates of the soul.” None of 
these oppositions is characteristic of Aquinas. 

Aquinas shares Nietzsche’s concern with the limits to human reason and 
with the need for an integration of the ecstatic and the rational in human art 
and life. Reason is circumscribed in mystery; at the peak of human inquiry, the 
human intellect dwells in the shadow of ignorance (in tenebra ignoratiae). But 
the surplus that encompasses and overwhelms reason is not, in Aquinas, a 
chaotic Dionysian abyss surging with irrational and amoral violence. For Aqui- 
nas, the ecstasy of erotic love is the human correlate to the divine being as 
source of every good and perfect gift. Gratitude, rather than resentment, is the 
proper response to the divine initiative. 

One way to clarify Aquinas’s teaching on the limits to reason and reason’s 
natural longing for an ecstasy in which it transcends itself by participation in 
an order not its own devising is to consider the role of beauty in his theology. 
There are, Aquinas says, three marks of beauty: integritas, claritas, and propor- 
tio, the latter two of which are most prominent in his analyses.** In his discus- 
sions of claritas, Thomas adduces the examples of light and color. Yet the 
scope of claritas extends beyond the sensible realm to that of intellect or spirit, 
according to which claritas is said to be an “illumination,” “manifestation,” or 
“splendor.” Thomas follows Dionysius in seeing claritas as an overflowing of 
an abundance of divine beauty. Proportio or consonantia has to do with a 
coming together of things necessary for an end; these terms surface in the 
explication of hierarchical ordering. Thomas often speaks of a diverse and 
fitting order of goods or beings. The third, less prominent mark of the beautiful 
is integritas, which is translated as completeness or wholeness. The term integ- 
ritas refers to the realization of a thing’s proper perfection; it involves the 
judgment that something is what it ought to be. For Aquinas, the beautiful is 
closely allied to the good; identical in subject, the two are distinct in notion. 
While the good refers primarily to the will or the appetite, the beautiful has, in 
addition, a reference to the cognitive power, to perception. The connection 
between the beautiful and cognition underlies another of Thomas’s most well- 
known remarks about beauty: The beautiful is that which pleases when seen. 

Thomas writes that “for the appetite to terminate at the good, the peaceful 
and the beautiful is not for it to terminate at diverse things. By the very fact that 
someone desires the good, he also desires the beautiful and the peaceful.”*4 Or 
again, “the object moving the appetite is a good apprehended; whatever in the 
apprehension itself appears beautiful is taken as fitting and good." These 
passages suggest that the beautiful should be understood as the way the good 
manifests itself to the rational creature. We have already noted that Thomas 
associates the term claritas with radiance and brilliance and that one of the 
principal examples of claritas is intellectual light, the manifestation of intel- 
ligibility. The entire created order is of course an example of claritas, since it 
manifests the splendor of divine understanding. Yet human beings provide a 
particularly instructive instance of claritas. Human beings are not simply parts 
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of the created order; rather, they have a capacity to grasp that order, to under- 
stand and take delight in it. They have the ability to provide demonstrations, 
intelligible connections, and arrangements to themselves and to one another. 
The operation of human intelligence made sensible through speech is a man- 
ifestation of divine intelligence in the corporeal order. 

Aquinas’s account of beauty does not reduce the Dionysian to the Apollo- 
nian; instead, just as God exceeds every affirmation and every negation, so 
does the transcendent source of beauty escape the dichotomy between Di- 
onysius and Apollo. 

Instead of seeing the limits to reason and reason's self-transcendence 
through the encounter with beauty as a virtue of Aquinas's account, Umberto 
Eco, who has written the best treatment of Aquinas's aesthetics, argues that it 
constitutes the "central aporia" in Thomas's aesthetics. “Aesthetic visio,” Eco 
asserts, requires “a deep and exhaustive knowledge of the object,” the kind of 
knowledge available only to the creator of natural forms.?? Hence, aesthetic 
visio is possible only for God, not human beings. Eco’s is an instructive error, 
the clarification of which is twofold. First, unlike some modern philosophers, 
Aquinas does not create a chasm between apodictic knowledge and utter 
ignorance; nor does he depict partial knowledge as a source of anxiety. Re- 
sponding to the objection that wonder presupposes ignorance and is thus 
unpleasant, Thomas asserts that wonder is pleasant insofar as it inspires the 
desire and the hope of gaining knowledge. Pleasure engenders thirst or 
desire, especially when one possesses a perfect thing yet not perfectly, but 
obtains that possession little by little.** We can detect here the importance of 
hope as a virtue constitutive of the cognitive life of human beings. 

Second, delight in beauty is ecstatic. Thomas speaks of the good as the 
cause of love, as that which draws desire to itself; the Greek term kalos is derived 
from the verb kaleo, “to call or summon.” The effect of pleasure is expansion or 
dilation.?? For rational animals, the call of beauty reminds us that we are 
artifacts, not autonomous creators. The effect of delight can be seen with 
respect to both the apprehensive and the affective powers of the soul. With 
regard to the apprehensive power, the soul is said to be enlarged or dilated 
(animus hominis dicitur magnificari seu dilatari); and with regard to the affec- 
tive powers, they are said to hand themselves over to continue within the object 
of delight (sic dilatatur affectus hominis per delectationem, quasi se tradens ad 
continendum interius rem delectantem).*? Although Aquinas does not wallow in 
Dionysian otherness, neither does he reduce beauty to the human desire for 
rational order, as embodied in Apollo. Rather, as Turner points out, he names 
the otherness as God, as a superabundant source of goodness, wisdom, and 
beauty, but as a source that utterly escapes our rational and linguistic grasp. In 
his fine study of ecstasy in Aquinas, G. J. McAleer observes, “The appetite for 
self-conservation which reduces all objects to itself is reversed in the appetite for 
the visio dei: a natural centeredness on self is constantly being absorbed and 
transformed by an ecstatic other-centeredness.”*! 
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To contemporary readers, Aquinas’s account of beauty seems, on the one 
hand, laden with metaphysical and ethical baggage, and, on the other, lacking 
in ambitious theoretical foundations. In addition to criticizing the theory- 
laden approach to beauty in modern philosophy, Jean-Marie Schaefer, in Art 
of the Modern Age: Philosophy of Art from Kant to Heidegger, argues against 
two modern tendencies: (a) the “reduction of art to its creative aspect,” a 
reduction that isolates art from the broader field of human works and misleads 
us into thinking of art as the only or only important human work, and (b) the 
cutting off of the work of art from its “hedonic dimension”—gratification or 
pleasure—as a result of an “exacerbated Puritanism.” By contrast, Joyce and 
Aquinas share a conception of beauty as manifest in sensible images, as natu- 
rally fostering pleasure, and as drawing the beholder into participation in an 
order greater than the isolated self. Although Joyce gives no evidence of em- 
bracing the metaphysics or theology of Aquinas, the two would certainly share 
reservations about modern, romantic conceptions of art and the artist. They 
would also find comical the twentieth-century tendency to reduce art to aes- 
thetic theory and to detach it from the ordinary and pleasurable experience of 
beautiful objects. Indeed, we should avoid identifying Joyce's own view of 
Aquinas with Stephen's misinterpretation of Aquinas along idealist and in- 
ordinately intellectualist lines. Stephen's errors here mirror and reflect the 
defects in his own character, both ethical and artistic. Moreover, as we shall 
see shortly, Joyce makes especially impressive use of Aquinas's theological 
doctrine of the Trinity as a corrective to a faulty conception of human commu- 
nity and artistic creation. 

To see more clearly the way in which Aristotelian and Thomistic catego- 
ries function in Joyce, we need but advert to the structure of Portrait, which 
exhibits the problem of individual creativity by juxtaposing, and thus putting 
into question, diametrically opposed conceptions of the relationship between 
the individual and the community.*? The first four chapters alternate between 
corresponding sets of opposites: the social vs. the individual, outer vs. inner, 
and male vs. female. The family and the cliques at school dominate the first 
chapter; in these social contexts, where men are dominant, Stephen struggles 
to decode the language and to find his place within the community. The 
discovery of the interior impulses to sensuality pervades the second chapter; 
these impulses set Stephen apart from others and lead up to his encounter with 
the prostitute. The third chapter focuses on the Jesuit teaching of religious 
doctrine, in light of which he strives to interpret his own experience. Finally, 
in the fourth chapter, Stephen, in isolation from all others, experiences the 
vision of the girl on the beach, and the accent is on his internal sense of 
ecstasy. The alternation between these opposites is not so neat as it might 
appear. Two examples will suffice. Stephen supposes that his lust is somehow 
peculiar to hím, yet he comes to see it as common to all men. Conversely, he 
thinks that he can willfully separate himself from the institutional church, yet 
its teachings are deeply constitutive of who he is. These superficially clear 
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oppositions, upon which the novel plays and which are endemic to modern 
thought, are characteristics of the immature Stephen, of the sorts of conflicts 
he must overcome to reach maturity. The novel works toward, without ever 
reaching, their reconciliation. In fact, Stephen’s retreat into quasi-solipsism in 
the last chapter serves to re-entrench the dichotomies. What has thwarted the 
progress is precisely the exaltation of the creative individual will in Stephen’s 
selt-understanding. 

Another way to bring out the problem of aesthetic self-creation is to attend 
to the novel's persistent contrast between art and life, and the way the former 
can be used as a refuge from and falsification of the latter. At the very end of 
Part IV, Stephen experiences his aesthetic ecstasy, which is described variously 
as a "profane joy," as an ecstasy, and as a rapture (186—87). At the very begin- 
ning of the next chapter, he is at home with his family the following morning: 
“He drained his third cup of watery tea to the dregs and set to chewing the 
crusts of fried bread that were scattered near him, staring into the dark pool of 
the jar" (188). As he leaves the house and walks through the squalid neighbor- 
hood, his mind takes refuge in books. The "splendor" of his thoughts allows 
the world to “perish about his feet as if it had been fireconsumed.” (191). Art is 
ambivalent; it provides for a transforming experience of the world, even as it 
tempts the artist to an evasion of life. Of course, the artistry of the narrator of 
the novel captures all of this, and so his art is not subject to the same criticisms 
as is that of Stephen. How are we to understand the art of the narrator? 

An Aristotelian interpretation of the comedy of Portrait is possible. A 
congruence can be seen in Portrait's conception of art and life. On Aristotle's 
view, art partly imitates and partly completes nature, by aiding in the realiza- 
tion of possibilities to which nature points but rarely achieves. Do not the first 
four chapters point to an overcoming of a set of peculiarly modern opposi- 
tions? Given the parallel and related failures of Stephen as artist and human 
being, would not this anticipated reconciliation mark the way toward a healthy 
human life and a fecund artistry? If Stephen thwarts the realization of this 
telos, the art of the narrator gives us more than a glimmer of it. 

Mightthe dichotomies permeating Joyce's text point us in the direction ofa 
more unified and more adequate account of aesthetic experience, the rudi- 
ments of which can be found in Aquinas? On these matters, Aquinas resides on 
the other side of the great rift, described by the modernist poet T. S. Eliot as a 
"dissociation of sensibility." Eliot argues that in the seventeenth century there 
arose a separation of thought from sense and imagination, prior to which, poets 
offered a "direct sensuous apprehension of thought, or a recreation of thought 
into feeling." ? Joyce would seem to share Eliot’s critique and, atleast in this, his 
project of reuniting thought and sensation, imagination and intellect. Joyce's 
critique of Romanticism and of the Symbolist movement calls to mind Iris 
Murdoch's negative judgment that the “pure, clean, self-contained ‘symbol, 
the exemplar incidentally of what Kant, ancestor of both Liberalism and Ro- 
manticism, required art to be, is the analogue of the lonely selfcontained 
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individual." In Joyce, the reservations about Romanticism and Symbolism 
can be seen in the life of Stephen, whose failure as an artist parallels his 
narcissistic character. If only by indirection and negative example, Joyce’s 
Portrait can aid us in the task Murdoch thinks essential to our recovery from the 
ill effects of Romanticism in both aesthetics and ethics. “We need,” Murdoch 
urges, 


to return from the self-centred concept of sincerity to the other-centred 
concept of truth. We are not isolated free choosers, monarchs of all we 
survey, but benighted creatures sunk in a reality whose nature we are con- 
stantly and overwhelmingly tempted to deform by fantasy. Our current 
picture of freedom encourages a dream-like facility; whereas what we re- 
quire is a renewed sense of the difficulty and complexity of the moral life 
and the opacity of persons.** 


A number of scenes in Portrait and Ulysses invite us to put Murdoch’s 
thesis to the test. Take, for example, Stephen’s aesthetic vision on the beach, of 
which we have already provided an initial analysis. If there is a compatibility 
between the narrator’s description of Stephen’s aesthetic vision and Stephen’s 
own aesthetic theory, then perhaps the weaknesses of the latter can also be 
seen in the former. In the exultant, “Yes. Yes. Yes. He would create . . . as the 
great artificer,” there is an important affirmation of the beauty of the girl, of his 
place in the cosmos, and of his own vocation. Yet the affirmation may be 
constrained by the limits of Stephen's own character. It does mark a progress 
over his previous interactions with women; he is no longer the son in need of 
coddling, nor the immature devotee of Mary, nor the adolescent succumbing 
to a woman merely as an object to satisfy his lust. Between him and the girl on 
the beach there is a sort of communion, even a kind of reverent acknowledg- 
ment of one another. And yet in the detached vision, “no word had broken the 
holy silence of his ecstasy” (186). Is it wrong to see in this an anticipation ofthe 
multiple failures of speech in the final chapter, failures that both illustrate 
Stephen's defective character, his isolation from others, and have a mysterious 
connection to his inability to create? Language is the vehicle of communica- 
tion between persons. It is the instrument through which we have access to the 
traditions and myths in light of which we understand ourselves in relationship 
to others. By contrast, Stephen's aesthetic vision, to which we have access only 
because of the language of the narrator, is a sort of Rousseauian attempt to 
bypass language in the attempt to establish a prelinguistic harmony. 

Immediately preceding the vision, Stephen speaks softly to himself: ^A day 
of dappled seaborne clouds.” The narrator comments, “The phrase and the 
day and the scene harmonised in a chord." As Stephen begins to contemplate 
the words, he seems to retreat from the harmony of word and world into 
language itself. The question is then asked, “Was it that . . . he drew less 
pleasure from the reflection of the glowing sensible world through the prism of 
language manycoloured and richly storied than from the contemplation of an 
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inner world of individual emotions mirrored perfectly in a lucid supple peri- 
odic prose?” (180-81). The collapse of language upon itself is symptomatic of 
Stephen’s artistic failure. He fails to mediate his ideal, timeless vision of beauty 
to others through language. 

If we continue the line of interpretation we have been pursuing in our 
reading of the Portrait, we can see in Stephen’s failure, not just a foreshorten- 
ing of his artistic vocation but also a stultifying of his humanity. We have 
already noted Aquinas’s metaphysics of actuality, simultaneously an account 
of being and goodness, according to which the perfection of every agent in- 
volves self-communication: "It is the nature of any act whatsoever to commu- 
nicate itself insofar as it is able. Every agent acts according as it is in act. To act 
is nothing other than to communicate that through which is in act, insofar as it 
is able.”*© The production of some other being as expressive of an individual's 
being and goodness is itself an example of the general metaphysical principle 
that the “good is diffusive of itself.” Of course, Stephen’s failure to produce, to 
manifest himself to others, has its roots further back, in his narcissistic isolation 
of himself from others. The dialogical principle of communication as involv- 
ing a receptive openness to others is minimally operative in Stephen’s life. 

Failures of communication, sometimes under the guise of illusory experi- 
ences of unity, are comically present throughout Joyce's work, but never more 
effectively than the famous “Nausika” chapter in Ulysses, wherein Bloom’s 
contemplation from afar of the young Gerty culminates with his act of auto- 
eroticism. Only vision links them, yet Bloom comments that there was a kind 
of language between them. The irony of the assertion is lost on Bloom but not 
on the reader. The absence of speech, the safe distance of sight, enables Bloom 
and Gerty to idealize one another in their imaginations. When Bloom realizes 
that Gerty is lame, the falsity of his idealized vision is revealed, and he is 
disappointed. Conversely, the masturbatory culmination of Bloom's watching 
of Gerty underscores his own isolation and impotence. 


Identity and Difference: Trinitarian Themes and 
Thomistic Sexual Ethics in Ulysses 


Aquinas's emphasis on the unity of understanding, speech, and will in 
communication, and on friendship as essential to the human community, 
provides Stephen with the theoretical and implicitly practical material to 
overcome the voluntarism and atomism endemic to modern philosophy. In 
Ulysses, Joyce makes especially effective use of Aquinas's teachings on the 
Trinity. As always in Joyce, there is a penchant for the odd, entertaining, and 
instructive juxtaposition of the lower and the higher, the most routine and 
squalid of bodily activities with the most refined of intellectual pursuits. So, for 
example, in Ulysses we find Joyce not just deploying Aquinas’s Trinitarian 
doctrines but also adverting to Aquinas's teachings on incest and masturbation. 
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The comic effect is palpable. Less obvious, but nonetheless operative, is 
Joyce’s continued philosophical and theological critique of certain concep- 
tions of art and the artist. The Trinitarian and sexual ethics themes both 
function to undermine Stephen’s artistic narcissism and his naive romantic 
conception of art. 

In the opening chapter of Ulysses, Buck Mulligan, Stephen’s nemesis, 
jokes to another fellow that Stephen has a theory about Hamlet: “He proves by 
algebra that Hamlet’s grandson is Shakespeare’s grandfather and that he him- 
self is the ghost of his own father.”*” Later in the same chapter, Stephen reflects 
to himself about the earlier Trinitarian heresies, among which the error of 
Sabellius, who held that the “Father was Himself His own Son,” figures promi- 
nently (18). The same pairing of Stephen’s Hamlet theory and Trinitarian 
doctrine is central to Stephen’s lengthy theoretical diatribe later in the book. 
He refers to the “bulldog of Aquin, with whom no word shall be impossible,” as 
refuting Sabellius (171). Yet Stephen’s theory of artistic creation is itself a 
version of the Sabellian heresy. He asserts not only a special relationship 
between Shakespeare and Hamlet, but also an identity of Shakespeare with 
every character in the plays. “He is the ghost and the prince. He is all inall.... 
In Cymbeline, in Othello he is bawd and cuckold. He acts and is acted on” 
(174). Stephen then generalizes from art to life: “He found in the world 
without as actual what was in his world within as possible. . . . Every life is 
many days, day after day. We walk through ourselves, meeting robbers, ghosts, 
giants, old men, young men, wives, widows, brothers-in-love, but always meet- 
ing ourselves" (175). It is not surprising that this theory, which entirely denies 
the reality of otherness and is thus a variant on Sabellianism, leads Stephen to 
conclude by echoing Hamlet's prohibition of future marriages. There are no 
independent others left to be united in matrimony and no new beings to be 
brought forth into the world. Both procreation and artistic creation have been 
rendered otiose. 

In marked contrast to this aesthetic narcissism stands Aquinas's Trinitarian 
account of divine creation: 


God is the cause of things, through his intelligence and will, as an artisan is 
of things made. Now, the artisan works through the word, conceived in his 
intellect, and the love of his will toward his work. Thus God the Father has 
produced the creation through his Word, who is the Son, and through his 
Love, which is the Holy Spirit. 


In the Trinity itself there is difference within unity, a distinction of persons 
united through knowledge and love. The trinity of persons creates human 
persons who participate by their very being in the life of the divine; further 
participation is not forced or compelled but is a matter of a free and loving 
response in gratitude toward her creator. Aquinas rejects the claim of certain 
Arab philosophers that the divine causal power usurps the efficacy of all sec- 
ondary created agents, not principally because it abolishes the dignity of crea- 
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tures, but because it diminishes the power of the Creator: “God communicates 
his goodness to creatures in such a way that, what is received, can be transmit 
ted to others. To refuse to creatures their own proper action would thus be to 
detract from the divine goodness.”*? Creatures are “co-workers” with God. Of 
course, what Aquinas says about the Divine Artist could hardly be true of 
human artisans, who make nothing from nothing and whose source of creativ- 
ity is not autonomous but is rather a dispensation from the Divine Artist. 

In Stephen Dedalus’s interconnected failures in love and art, we may 
detect something like Murdoch’s theses about art and ethics. Murdoch asserts, 
“The good artist in relation to his art, is brave, truthful, patient, humble.” 
Stephen lacks these and other virtues. His failure in art involves a kind of 
narcissism revealed most clearly in his failure in love, which Murdoch de- 
scribes as the “painful realization that someone other than myself exists.” But 
Stephen is not entirely lost, either as a human being or as an artist. Authentic 
aesthetic experience occasionally pulls him out of himself, as Aquinas would 
suggest it should and would. Yet these very experiences can mislead, by sug- 
gesting thatartand love are found exclusively in unusual peak experiences, not 
in the midst of the ordinary experiences of life. We might call that the romantic 
temptation. Here the contrast between Stephen as character and Joyce as 
author is palpable. Joyce embraces the ordinary and helps us to see it as 
extraordinary. His art involves the “transfiguration of everyday life,” the percep- 
tion in the ordinary of what Charles Taylor calls “epiphanies of modernism.” 
Conversely, as Murdoch notes, “art transcends selfish and obsessive limita- 
tions of personality and can enlarge the sensibility of its consumer.”*° This is 
not far from Aquinas’s thesis that the encounter with beauty dilates the soul of 
the beholder. 

Three Thomistic teachings are mentioned during the discourse in Ulys- 
ses. First, there is Thomas’s refutation of the heresy of Sabellius, to which we 
have referred. Thomas’s orthodox position depicts the divine life as a union of 
thought, speech, and love among three distinct persons. Second, Stephen 
quotes Aquinas on the necessity for society of there being friendship among 
many: “In societate humana hoc est in maxime necessarium ut sit amicitia 
inter multos” (169). Friendship presupposes distinction between the persons 
united through common activities and traits of character. The friend may be 
described as another self, but it is a distinct self, whose association with me 
expands and enlarges my experience and my knowledge. What distinguishes 
true friendship from its simulacra is that only in the former is the friend loved 
as an end in herself, not as a means to my achievement of some extrinsic good. 
For Aristotle and Aquinas, friendship is the centerpiece of their view of human 
nature as inherently social. The unity of civil society presupposes distinct 
individuals who complement one another in the pursuit and enjoyment of 
common goods, chief among which is the good of friendship itself. By contrast 
to the Aristotelian-Thomist understanding of friendship, Stephen’s account of 
the unity of characters and persons negates all difference. 
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It is no coincidence that in the midst of Stephen's diatribe reference is 
made to both incest and masturbation. In his discussion of incest, we find the 
third use of Aquinas. In his “gorbellied works,” Stephen says, Aquinas writes of 
"incest from a standpoint different from that of the new Viennese school" and 
“likens it to an avarice of the emotions. He means that the love so given to one 
near in blood is covetously withheld from some stranger who, it may be, 
hungers for it" Incest thus shortcuts an affection whose natural telos is to 
communicate with an-other. Thus, experience and creation utterly lack nov- 
elty or difference; they are but redundant expressions of the self. In the order of 
sexual sins, the logical term of this failure to open oneself to the offer and 
reception of love is autoeroticism. Stephen's theory, which he concedes even 
he does not believe, involves a similar sin on the level of intellect. After the 
speech, Mulligan mockingly announces a play. The title, "Everyman his own 
Wife or a Honeymoon in the Hand,” captures the upshot of Stephen's theory. 
We are thus invited to compare Stephen's form of intellectual masturbation 
with Bloom's physical act of autoeroticism in Part XIII. In both cases, impo- 
tence or sterility is the theme, yet Bloom at least receives a kind of bodily relief 
from his act. As he departs the library, Stephen senses with apprehension the 
presence of Mulligan behind him and stands aside to let him pass. “Part. The 
moment is now. . . . My will: his will that fronts me. Seas between” (178). In 
life, if not in theory, Stephen confronts otherness. He thus alternates between 
indulging in a theory that consumes otherness in the self and living a life of 
evasion of others, whom he sees as threats to his autonomous will. Creation 
itself lacks difference or novelty; it is but the redundant expression of the self. 

In ways not often noticed by commentators, Joyce intertwines the topics 
of artistic creativity with Aquinas's orthodox teaching on the Trinity and his 
doctrines in the area of sexual ethics. On our reading, these teachings provide 
an ongoing critique of Stephen's romantic narcissism and his philosophical 
idealism. A very different take on sexual ethics in Joyce can be found in the 
writings of Martha Nussbaum, who focuses on Joyce's depiction of Molly. In 
her recent commentary on Ulysses, Nussbaum divides the critical appraisal of 
Molly into two categories, sentimentalist and moralist. An early representative 
of the former interpretation, Joyce himself praised Molly for her “acknowledg- 
ment of the universe." By contrast, the moralists “minimize Molly's infidelities 
and stress her reunion and planned fidelity to Bloom."?! Both groups want a 
"happy ending.” But this is to falsify and constrain “the infidelity of the sexual 
imagination . . . the surprising heterogeneity of life" that Molly embodies. 
We know not where Molly's sexual imagination, her fantasies, will lead her. 

Nussbaum reads Molly's soliloquy and the encounter ata distance through 
the fantasy of Bloom and Gerty as illustrations of Joyce's sympathy toward the 
sexual fantasies of real bodies. Indeed, in the long tradition of philosophical, 
theological, and literary reflections on human love, Joyce stands alone. Only in 
his writings, she writes, “does love wear a real-life body with its hungers and 
thirsts and fantasies, its all-too-human combination of generosity with forgetful- 
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ness.”°? In contrast to Plato, Dante, and even modern writers on love, Joyce 
depicts a “world where the stars that guide people’s lives are not united . . . and 
where individuals in chaos do both un-Platonic and un-Christian not to men- 
tion un-American things.”** Although Nussbaum is careful to show that Joyce 
undercuts a naive belief in "perfect authentic sexuality," she does place an 
enormous redemptive burden on fantasy, which she sees asa key to ethical and 
political liberation: “In the text's tenderness toward its protagonists, across the 
barriers of fantasy that divide and also join them, there passes a kind of love and 
sympathy." The "energy of fantasy" enlivens the moral imagination that en- 
ables us to appreciate "another's good and ill that the novel shows to be a central 
fact in the moral life." 

From her depiction of fantasy as central to the moral imagination, Nuss- 
baum moves to the assertion that Joyce's 


focus on the body's universal needs is an essential step on the way to the 
repudiation of localism, therefore of ethnic hatred. The root of hatred is not 
erotic need, as much of the ascent tradition repeatedly argues. It is, rather, a 
refusal to accept erotic neediness and unpredictability as a fact of human 
life. Saying yes to sexuality is saying yes to all in life that defies control—to 
passivity and surprise, to being one part of a very chancy world.*6 


There are numerous reasons to doubt this interpretation. Among all the char- 
acters in Ulysses, Molly certainly comes the closest to embodying the hetero- 
geneity of sexual fantasy. It is not clear, however, that she is the book's best 
representative of sympathetic imagination or that the book affirms an indissol- 
uble link between the sympathetic imagination and sexual fantasy. In fact, 
Bloom would seem to be the book's principal example of sympathetic imagi- 
nation. Recall the introduction of Bloom as he fixes breakfast and ponders 
what the world looks like from the vantage point of his cat: "Wonder what I 
look like to her. Height of a tower? No, she can jump me" (45). Despite, and 
even in the midst of, his vagrant sexual fantasies, Bloom wants to remain 
faithful to Molly. A case can be made that the comic failures of Bloom's sexual 
fantasies, for example in the scene with Gerty, foster in him a deeper sense of 
moral imagination, of sympathetic identification with others. But these spe- 
cific points of literary interpretation raise a more fundamental philosophical 
issue, the relationship between fantasy and imagination. By contrast with 
Nussbaum’s position, consider the words of Wendell Berry: 


In sex, as in other things, we have liberated fantasy but killed imagination, 
and so have sealed ourselves in selfishness and loneliness. Fantasy is of the 
solitary self, and it cannot lead us away from ourselves. It is by imagination 
that we cross over the differences between ourselves and other beings and 
thus learn compassion, forbearance, mercy, forgiveness, sympathy, and 
love.” 


Taking aim at liberal politics and conservative economics, Berry argues that 
the two opposed camps conspire together to turn the “body” itself into a sort of 
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“product, made delectably consumable.”** The consequence for our under- 
standing of sex is predictable. What is left is a “dispirited description of the 
working of a sort of anatomical machinery—and this is a sexuality that is 
neither erotic nor social nor sacramental but rather a cold-blooded, abstract 
procedure."^? So, Berry is critical of the very tendencies toward sexual fantasy 
in contemporary culture that Nussbaum lauds. 

But Nussbaum's account also runs afoul of those who advocate a recovery 
of Dionysian erotics. Nussbaum may well concur with Camille Paglia's suspi- 
cion that a “perfectly humane eroticism may be impossible,” that the "search 
for freedom through sex is doomed to failure.”© But Paglia goes further than 
Nussbaum in her frank, Sade-inspired embrace of the violence inextricably 
intertwined with sexual liberation. Whereas Nussbaum thinks sexual hetero- 
geneity, surprise, and passivity can be combined with generous, sympathetic 
imagination, Paglia takes a darker view, asserting that ^wherever sexual free- 
dom is sought or achieved, sadomasochism will not be far behind. Romanti- 
cism always turns into decadence.”®! She argues that “sex is power and all 
power is inherently aggressive"; mainstream liberal sexual liberation “misses 
the blood-lust in rape, the joy of violation and destruction. An aesthetics and 
erotics of profanation—of evil for the sake of evil, the sharpening of the senses 
by cruelty and torture.” On the connection between sexual liberation and 
violent degradation, Berry and Paglia are closer to one another (and to Aqui- 
nas) than either is to Nussbaum.9 

Nussbaum's celebration of chance raises other difficulties for her inter- 
pretation. She writes, "Saying yes to sexuality is saying yes to all in life that 
dehes control—to passivity and surprise, to being one part of a very chancy 
world." But in Ulysses, the principal example of a female "saying yes to all in 
life that defies control . . . to being one part of a very chancy world” involves 
sexual activity that is open to, and results in, pregnancy and giving birth. A 
woman in labor's “throes now full three days" inspires “wonder” at “women’s 
woe." In chapter 14, Stephen proclaims, “all Malthusiasts go hang” and re- 
pudiates “copulation without population." In contrast to Molly's attempt to 
eliminate the chance of pregnancy from her sexual activities through the 
artifice of birth control, Joyce focuses on the risk and chance involved in 
pregnancy, childbirth, the death of children, and the thousand natural shocks 
that familial dependency creates in an individual human life. From this per- 
spective, Nussbaum's focus looks misdirected and a trifle parochial. 


Oneself as Another: Friendship, 
Otherness, and Narrative Continuity 


Implicit in Stephen's theory of artistic creation is a series of oppositions 
that pervade the whole of Ulysses. Perhaps the most important oppositions are 
those between the same and the other, and between newness and repetition. 
Both can be found in Bloom’s reflections in the Nausika chapter. Just as his 
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idealized view of Gerty is corrected by her movement, so too he comes to see 
that what he had at dusk taken as clouds on the horizon were actually trees. 
Gaining a new perspective thus allows one to correct the limitations of one’s 
previous point of view. Bloom observes to himself in this context that it is good 
"to see oneself as others do” (307-8). He ponders the fact that “history repeats 
itself” and that “there is nothing new under the sun.” The conclusion is that 
you "think you're escaping and run into yourself” (309). A short time later, 
Bloom wonders to himself what it is women love in men and responds hypo- 
thetically, "Another themselves?" Yet at the end of the same paragraph, he 
recalls posing the question to Molly of why she chose him. Her answer: “Be- 
cause you were so foreign from the others" (311). These oppositions are, I 
think, related to the sets of contraries that Thornton has identified in Portrait, 
and they may well perform similar functions. Neither of the mutually exclu- 
sive alternatives is adequate, and the story points toward but never exhibits 
their reconciliation. In Thomistic language, the reconciliation would involve 
seeing the self-other relation as neither univocal nor equivocal but analogical. 

The principal alternative to the quasi-Thomistic exegesis we have been 
developing is the so-called deconstructive reading, which celebrates the 
“drama of the alternatives.” On this view, the oppositions we have described 
perdure. There is no sense of potentiality, realized or unrealized, but only the 
dynamic interplay of opposites without hope of resolution. The sense of same- 
ness and continuity is exploded by the jarring encounter with otherness and 
with utterly unanticipated novelty. While the jarring experience of strangeness 
can certainly have pedagogical value in the expansion of our sense of the range 
of human possibility, it cannot by itself constitute an ethic. Commenting on 
Derrida’s phrase “Every other is wholly other” (tout autre est tout autre), Denys 
Turner objects that the 


othemess of another person . . . cannot be an absolute heterogeneity; an 
incorrigible and incommunicable “thisness” which is not a this something 
or other; itcannot be an inaccessible singularity, not unless some ethic of the 
other is to be founded upon the otherness of the other as some blank, anony- 
mous reference point of a semantically empty demonstrative pronoun.®* 


On this issue, we might turn with profit to Aquinas’s metaphysics, par- 
ticularly the detailed discussion in the De Veritate of the transcendentals, 
“modes which accompany every being. Every being, in so far as it exists, is a 
res, a thing with an essence specifying it as this or that sort of thing. Every being 
is also unum, a singular thing, a unity of diverse parts or organs.” Turning from 
the transcendental modes of every being in itself to its relations to others, 
Aquinas writes, 


According to the division of one from another, and this is what the noun 
aliquid expresses: for aliquid is spoken of as “another what” (aliud quid), just 
as being is called one (unum) insofar as it is undivided (indivisum) in itself, 
so itis called aliquid insofar as it is divided from others.® 
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It is interesting that Aquinas should include, not just res and unum, but also 
aliquid understood as aliud quid, in the list of transcendentals. (He imme- 
diately adds bonum and verum.) The inclusion of aliquid indicates that every 
being is understood in relation to other beings. Aquinas does not, however, 
develop a dialectic of sameness and otherness; instead, as both Clarke and 
Phillip Rosemann have argued, he develops a metaphysics of actuality in 
which “to be is to be substance in relation.” Such a position does not entail 
that substance is itself a relation, but only that substances exist for the sake of 
operation, and operation involves actualization of potencies by means of inter- 
action with other substances. Thus, every being is involved in a process of (a) 
going out to others in order to make itself fully actual and to manifest or 
communicate its own goodness, and (b) returning to itself (reditio ad essentiam 
suam). Rosemann comments, “By returning to itself through the mediation of 
the other, it not only leaves its own stamp upon the other, but also takes the 
other into itself, as it were, so that its own identity comes to be affected by the 
otherness of the other." 

This is one possible way of resolving the dialectic of self and other in 
Joyce’s novels. In our reading of Joyce, at least two issues remain at stake, 
neither of which is easily resolvable. First, there is the question of the selfother 
relationship, especially of friendship. Stanley Sultan has argued that the over- 
lappings of, and resemblances between, the life stories of the various charac- 
ters in Ulysses represent more than mere coincidence. They hint at the sub- 
stantive likenesses between characters and at subtle interconnections in their 
destinies. He develops a compelling case for seeing Buck Mulligan and Bloom 
as representing the fundamental options for Stephen. The latter’s movement 
from Mulligan to Bloom would thus be a sign of progress in the development 
of his character.55 

A second and related issue concerns the question of teleology in the novel, 
of whether there is a potency, a direction to the action it describes. Many 
critics adopt the view that the characters of Ulysses are incapable of growth, 
insight, or development. A Nietzschean interpretation of the lack of develop- 
ment suggests itself: eternal return. The circular shape of Bloom's travels, 
which dimly mirror those of Odysseus, fails to reconcile opposites or to reveal 
any progress. There is instead only the affirmation of the interplay of differ- 
ences, the resounding “Yes” of Molly’s soliloquy. If, however, Molly’s affirma- 
tion indicates a kind of progress in her domestic relationship with Bloom, then 
it may be seen asa sign of development in the action of the novel.” This raises 
the crucial question concerning the role of chance in the entire story: Is the 
narrative to be understood in terms of mere chance, or does it have a discern- 
ible shape? 

The question of the divine is intimately connected to the question of 
directedness. The link between the two is, as Sultan has noted, providence. 
Ample use of coincidence by an author leads inevitably to the question of who 
is orchestrating events and thus to the question of providence, the third rele- 
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vant issue. Although Stephen mocks God as old Nobodaddy, Molly pauses in 
the midst of her musings to slight the atheists, who “might as well try to stop the 
sun from rising” as to uproot belief in God from the human heart (643). Her 
conception of God as a just judge is blandly traditional. But the structure of 
Ulysses pivots on the chance meetings of Stephen and Bloom, an appreciation 
of the significance of which has been prepared by the Telemachus-Ulysses 
theme, rich symbolic and philosophical allusions to paternity, and the refer- 
ences of the characters themselves to fathers and sons. So the work itself 
provides multiple starting points that converge on the chance meeting of 
Stephen and Bloom. 

Whatever we might make of the dramatic unity and implicitly providen- 
tial structure of Joyce’s great novel, we have certainly detected a rich deposit of 
classical philosophical and theological themes. For all his modernist tenden- 
cies and his embrace of modern pluralism and secularism, Joyce’s style re- 
mains in many ways antimodern, if not premodern. He repudiates the symbol- 
ist and romantic mentalities and seeks to unite what modernity severs or lets 
fall apart. Thus, he fuses contemporary events and persons with classical myth 
and alternates between the concrete and the general, the individual and the 
whole. Whereas a variety of tendencies in modernity, as Murdoch observes, 
push in the direction of isolated individualism, Joyce shows in ample detail the 
multiple dependencies to which human thought and agency are liable. But 
Joyce does not fall into the opposite error of submerging or dissolving the 
individual in the totalizing power structures of modernity. Instead, he seeks to 
reestablish something of the premodern dialectic between particular and uni- 
versal, concrete and general. From Dubliners onward, Joyce’s writings give us 
characters and stories inseparable from their times and places but with import 
that carries beyond those times and places. Nowhere more Aristotelian than in 
this, Joyce’s epiphanies of modernism train the reader to perceive the universal 
in the particular. 

For all the points of convergence between Aquinas and Joyce, and for all 
the ways reading one brings out unanticipated insights into the other, a gap 
remains precisely on the issue of epiphanies and aesthetics. As is the case for 
Iris Murdoch, so too for Aquinas and Joyce, symbols, analogies, and a host of 
literary devices serve to underscore the participation of individuals in orders 
larger than themselves, orders that rational investigation can never fully ex- 
haust. This does not entail, as we have been at pains to point out, that the 
realm of metaphor or symbol is the realm of feeling or even merely of the 
imagination. This realm calls for intellectual probing, for a distinctive sort of 
intellectual activity closely allied to the imagination and always including 
appropriate emotional response. But of course Aquinas reads this symbolism, 
not just as revealing a dimension of depth latent within our ordinary experi- 
ence, but as pointing upwards, beyond themselves, to a divine source, the 
exemplar of all created things. 

“Symbolism,” as de Bruyne puts it in his famous study of medieval aes- 
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thetics, is “the aesthetic expression of ontological participation.””! With this, 
Joyce might well agree. But it is not clear that he would see this ontological 
participation in the way Aquinas does. As M. D. Chenu puts it, “the mental 
operation proper to symbolism” is a "translatio, a transference or elevation 
from the visible sphere to the invisible." Aquinas explicitly embraces such a 
Dionysian understanding when he describes our indirect access to the divine 
as involving a “translation of likenesses from sensible things to immaterial 
substances” (similtudines rerum sensibilium ad substantias immateriales trans- 
latas).? Thus does Aquinas link his account of the logic of poetic discourse to 
an ontology of participated being. 


Metaphysics of Contingency, 
Divine Artistry of Hope 


The created universe, the whole of things, is, in words from Joyce’s Ulys- 
ses, “predicated on the void.” Wanting to avoid any hint of an antecedent 
“something” out of which God creates, Aquinas insists that all that is, apart 
from God, is predicated on nothing. Creation is notso much a making as it is a 
“transcendental appearing,” as Fabro once called it. What Robert Sokolowski 
has called “the distinction” between God and creatures frames Aquinas’s theo- 
logical understanding of the radical contingency of the entire order of the 
universe.! This has important and cascading ramifications for our understand- 
ing of being, which is now understood as a gift, as the first grace offered in 
creation. As Kenneth Schmitz eloquently puts it, “the term gift is rooted in a 
domain of significance that is charged with discontinuity and contingency, 
with risk, vulnerability, and surprise. Moreover, the gift points beyond itself to 
its source, to a more or less definitely apprehended giver.”? 

Of course, Aquinas detects an appreciation of contingency in Aristotle’s 
thought; he notes, for example, that Aristotle goes out of his way in the logical 
treatise On Interpretation to defend the notion of future contingents, in order 
“to save the roots of contingency” (ad salvandum radices contingentiae).? But 
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none of this reaches Aquinas's theological understanding of the radical con- 
tingency of created being, for which to be is to exist in a relation of unilateral 
dependency on a source that transcends the entire order of creation. Creation 
is the very dependency of created being upon its source (ipsa dependentia esse 
creati ad principium |ScG II, 18]). 

This raises certain questions about metaphysics and creation. In such a 
context, what could be left of metaphysics as an inquiry into the universal and 
necessary properties of whatever exists insofar as it exists? As we should by now 
not be surprised to learn, Aquinas's response is a sort of prudential mean 
between those who argue for necessity all the way up to God, and those who 
hold that contingency means unintelligibility. A reconsideration of these mat- 
ters will also help us to see the way Aquinas anticipates another objection. This 
one concerns the supposition that the very appeal to transcendent goods— 
“hyper-goods,” as Charles Taylor calls them—can do damage to the rich com- 
plexity and contingency of the human good. Far from neglecting contingent 
singulars, Aquinas inscribes metaphysics, even in its mode as divine science, 
within a comprehensive narrative of creation and redemption, the centerpiece 
of which is a series of historical events unknown to, and unknowable by, 
philosophy. Divine artistry thus gives birth to a hope at once more audacious, 
and more suitable to the human condition, than anything the philosophers 
dared dream. 


Creation, Contingency, and Metaphysics 


Few philosophers have been bold enough to trace the contingency of the 
created order all the way down. The obstacles to coming to terms with this 
account of creation, contingency, and providential history are evident from 
the way minds as powerful and penetrating as Kretzmann fail to see its point.* 
In his discussion of divine creation in The Metaphysics of Creation, Kretzmann 
follows Aquinas's line of argument fairly closely. He denies, for example, that 
God's perfection unduly circumscribes his creative options. He rejects the 
notion that God must create the best possible world if what we mean by “best 
possible world" is a world none better than that which can be conceived.’ 
Indeed, a best possible finite world would seem to be inconceivable since we 
could always imagine that any given proposed best world could be improved 
by the addition ofa little more of this ora little more of that. While Kretzmann 
agrees that God is not necessitated concerning what he creates, he departs 
from Aquinas on the question of whether God must create. The latter necessity 
is not a requirement of justice but of God's goodness, following from the 
principle of the diffusiveness of the good. Kretzmann's position is not reduc- 
ible to the necessitarian view of Avicenna, whom Aquinas is at pains to combat 
in the Summa contra Gentiles. Avicenna's necessitarianism is that of natural 
necessity, wherein the cause is determined to one effect; it is what Kretzmann 
calls “single-effect causation.” Kretzmann’s position is that the necessity of 
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creating is compatible with freedom concerning what to create. But what is his 
argument that God must create? There is an “inconsistency in the notion of 
goodness that is forever unmanifested, never shared by the perfectly good, 
omnipotent agent.” This follows from Aquinas’s principle that “the sharing of 
being and goodness proceeds from goodness” as “its defining characteristic.” 
Kretzmann elaborates: “A being that is good . . . simply is a being productive of 
good things external to it."6 

Of course, he is adding to Aquinas's position the term "external," since 
Aquinas holds that God's communication of his own goodness is completely 
shared only within himself. In fact, it would seem that the Trinity is God's 
complete self-diffusion. In a footnote, Kretzmann anticipates this line of argu- 
ment and notes that Aquinas himself argues this way in the Sentences. His 
response is twofold: first, such arguments can have no place in natural theol- 
ogy; second, it is "God, not some one divine Person, whom Aquinas identifies 
as ‘goodness itself. . . .” Consequently . . . the essential self-diffusiveness of 
goodness as an aspect of the essence of God remains in force, necessitating 
external, volitional diffusion." The latter rejoinder is wide of the mark, since 
the basis of the Trinity is not a single person, which would create an inap- 
propriate inequality among the divine persons, but rather, the divine essence 
itself. The crucial question concerns the necessity of external manifestation. 
Such a requirement rests on too strict an analogy between natural and human 
productivity, on the one hand, and divine artistry, on the other. Kretzmann 
can, of course, recur to his claim that such arguments are out of place in 
natural theology, but then we have to insist, as Aquinas so often does in Summa 
contra Gentiles, on the limits to natural reason. In this case, reason can assert 
only that God's self-knowledge and self-love are limitless and involve complete 
selfcommunication, without being able to hazard anything more than feeble 
guesses as to how this selfcommunication occurs. The attempt of philosophy 
to do more than this leads to the variety of neo-Platonic emanationist schemes 
that Aquinas repudiates; it also flirts with philosophical idolatry. As Laura 
García puts it, 


The hesitation to affirm that there is such a best possible world is in part due 
to the fact that we have so little to go on in determining what God's purposes 
are. Further, on Aquinas's picture of things, God's purposes cannot con- 
strain him to create anything at all, much less to create any particular 
universe, since the only purposes he has necessarily are already fulfilled by 
his own existing. 


How apt reason is to be led astray in its musings about creation is clear 
from Aquinas's insistence that creatio ex nihilo with a beginning in time cannot 
be proved by reason and must “be held by faith."? Aquinas depicts the revealed 
doctrine of the Trinity as offering instruction in the “proper way of thinking 
about the creation of things." That “God made all things by His Word excludes 
the error of saying that God produced things by a necessity of nature. When we 
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say that in Him there is a procession of love, we show that God produces 
creatures not because of some need, nor because of any other extrinsic cause, 
but because of the love of His own goodness."!? Just as was the case with the 
ultimate foundations of natural law in the eternal law, which is promulgated in 
the very procession of the Word from the Father, so too here the Trinitarian 
doctrine of Aquinas proves crucial in negotiating an impasse into which philo- 
sophical theology, absent revelation, is likely to fall. In his discussion of the 
fittingness of the world not having existed eternally, Aquinas argues that cre- 
ation in time manifests the transcendence of God over creatures. Through the 
revealed teaching on creation, “we are able to avoid the assorted errors of the 
gentile philosophers, some of whom posited an eternal world; some, an eternal 
matter of the world, out of which at some time the world began to be gener- 
ated, either by chance, or by some intellect, or even by love or strife.”!! 

But is Aquinas caught here between an Aristotelian appreciation of natu- 
ral order and metaphysics, on the one hand, and a Christian teaching on the 
contingency of all things, on the other? Does his theological resolution of 
philosophical aporiae undermine his metaphysical starting points? And, to 
repeat a question issued at the outset, does he thereby risk emptying this world 
of significance? 

As for the first question, concerning the status and intelligibility of meta- 
physics in a created, contingent universe, Aquinas deploys the doctrine of 
creation itself as a means of salvaging not just contingency but also intel- 
ligibility. To put it more precisely, we can say that Aquinas wants to combat two 
errors, that of imposing necessity on God, and that of reducing creation to 
mere chance. In his account of creation in the Summa contra Gentiles, Aqui- 
nas writes, “Thus can we proceed in assigning the reason of the divine will. 
God wills man to have reason that man might exist; he wills man to be for the 
completion of the universe; he wills the existence of the universe because it 
befits his goodness.”!* Thomas uses an aesthetic term here, decet, to describe 
the httingness of God's creating. Elsewhere, he uses versions of the term 
conveniens. 'The striking deployment of aesthetic language of appropriateness 
or suitability is Aquinas's way of getting around the extremes of necessity and 
arbitrariness. For us, the apprehension of fittingness is always retrospective; we 
learn about God’s wisdom and beauty from what he has already created. 
Conditional necessity arises from the “naturally prior in relation to the natu- 
rally posterior" (ScG II, 28-29). Each creature is due “parts, properties, and 
accidents" that it needs in order to be what it is. In creating, God acts 
according to his wisdom, to which we have no independent access except 
through the order of creation itself. Divine art is exhibited principally in the 
order of the parts of the universe to one another (in ordine partium advicem, 
ScG II, 24). 
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Divine Art: Foolishness Wiser than Philosophy 


Aquinas’s specifically Christian account of creation counteracts the pagan 
tendency to think of the real as the universal. As we have noted, Aquinas at- 
tends, in the Summa contra Gentiles, to the various sources of idolatry, one of 
which is the philosophical tendency to impose the conditions accompanying 
the pinnacle of philosophical knowledge onto the nature of divine knowledge. 
The philosophical neglect of the need for reversal, the failure to exercise 
appropriate negations in movement from creature to Creator, underlies the 
faulty conceptions of God among some Aristotelian commentators. In the 
culminating chapters of Book I of the Summa contra Gentiles, he is concerned 
with an especially subtle and pernicious kind of idolatry. The precise error, 
which Thomas finds in the writings of Averroes and Avicenna, consists in 
denying that God has knowledge ofand care for singulars and lowly things. The 
entire debate over these issues hinges on the meaning of divine perfection; 
those who deny God’s knowledge of singulars and lowly things do so because 
they think it unworthy of God. They quote Aristotle’s statement from the 
Metaphysics that “vile things are better ignored than known.”'* The pure 
intellect would avert its attention from vile things; indeed, the perfection of the 
intellect consists, not just in shunning base things, but in ascending from singu- 
lars to universals—or so some of the philosophers would have us believe. More- 
over, in the life of theoria, the highest and most divine life available to human 
beings, the concentration on lowly singulars is an indication of intellectual 
incapacity or moral weakness. In the philosophical ascent from what is first in 
our experience to what is first in the order of being, lower things can be distrac- 
tions from, impediments to, the goal. Thus can the supreme “hyper-good” of 
pagan philosophy—contemplation of the highest being, immaterial goodness— 
engender a repudiation of all lower goods. What has gone wrong here? 

As Thomas sees it, the problem is not just that, in moving from intellec- 
tual creatures to God, some philosophers have failed to strip away the lingering 
imperfections accruing to the philosophic life. Rather, in projecting onto God 
modes of understanding more appropriate to human beings, they have failed 
to see that God’s knowledge of things is the exact inverse of that of human 
knowing. The human mind is measured by things, whereas the divine mind is 
the measure of things. The reversal is palpable in the following passage: 


Through its knowledge, the divine intellect is the cause of things. Its knowl- 
edge is the measure of things, as art is the measure of artifacts, each one of 
which is perfect insofar as it is consonant with art. The comparison of the 
divine intellect to things resembles that of things to the human intellect. 


The discussion of truth echoes the prologue of the first book of the Summa 
contra Gentiles, where truth is identified as the end of the entire universe, and 
the philosopher as the pursuer of truth. Now, it is not the life of the philoso- 
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pher that is normative, but rather the life of God, who is truth in person. We 
now see the philosophical ascent as derivative of a prior descent, and philo- 
sophical activity as the reception of a gift of truth manifest in creation, the first 
mode of divine instruction. As the exemplary cause of all created things, God 
knows and cares for all things, the lowly and the high alike, effortlessly and in 
the same way. Thomas quotes repeatedly, in this debate, variants on the follow- 
ing passage from Dionysius: “Knowing itself, the divine wisdom knows all 
things, material things immaterially, divisible things indivisibly, and many 
unitedly."!6 

Such knowledge, at once comprehensive and detailed, is characteristic of 
the divine wisdom, according to Aquinas." This is the upshot of Aquinas's 
critical response to the Arabic commentators on Aristotle. Indeed, the way 
critics such as Jean-Luc Marion frame the debate between Dionysius and 
Aquinas over the order of the names of God, over whether priority should be 
given to being or goodness, blocks from view Aquinas's systematic attention to 
divine wisdom. Just as was the case with the discussion of truth, so too in the 
discussion of wisdom, Thomas speaks of God as the exemplary source of 
wisdom, both the foundation and summit of the highest human activity. The 
philosophical pursuit of wisdom is a reflection of, and a participation in, the 
exemplary cause of the whole, a sharing in the life of the being whose life 
is wisdom. 

In his attempt to bring revealed theology into conversation with philoso- 
phy, Aquinas speaks, not of Christian philosophy, but of the two modes or ways 
in which divine wisdom is made manifest to us. Wisdom is the predominant 
theme of the prologue of Summa contra Gentiles. By far the largest number 
(somewhere in the neighborhood of 80%) of scriptural quotations in the first 
three books come from the Wisdom literature of the Old Testament. If 
Thomas engages philosophy in terms of its quest for wisdom, its contemplative 
yearning to behold the first principle and highest cause, the partial overlap 
between philosophy and theology does not allow for seamless continuity. If 
theology can be said to fulfill the philosophical aspiration for wisdom, it does 
so in ways that are likely to surprise the philosopher. It does so through an 
unexpected reversal of, and an internal disruption to, the philosophical ascent 
to God. This is hinted at in the prologue itself, when Aquinas defends the 
fittingness of assenting to truths that exceed the grasp of reason.!5 He cites the 
Christian religion's inspiration of "idiots" to perform heroic deeds and give 
wise speeches. 

Aquinas provides a metaphysical account of being that accords rather 
nicely with a narrative conception of the good, access to which can be had 
only through participation in practices that cultivate certain virtues. Indeed, 
we have good reason to construe even the mundane and seemingly rationalis- 
tic project of natural theology in precisely these terms. As Ralph McInerny 
puts it, 
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How could any character in the human drama fail to search in some way for 
his author? We are to God as characters to their author. . . . For us itis all but 
inevitable that, however momentarily, we feel ourselves to be part of a vast 
cosmic drama and our thoughts turn to the author, not merely of our roles, 
but of our existence. Natural theology is one version of that quest.!? 


Although Aquinas does not write narrative theology, he inscribes all discourse, 
ethical and metaphysical, within the narrative of redemption, whose history 
pivots on the Word becoming flesh and embracing the death of an outcast. A 
careful reading of Aquinas’s texts, especially the Summa contra Gentiles, 
evinces his quiet preoccupation with (a) removing impediments to the con- 
cept of creation as having a temporal beginning and end, and (b) turning back 
objections to the possibility of God’s intervening in time. 

The articulation of God as utterly transcendent and yet knowing and 
loving singulars sets aside obstacles to conceiving of God as Lord of history. 
Beyond mere time, narrative requires an order, a plot—at a bare minimum, a 
beginning and an end. So, in the opening of Book II, Aquinas argues that the 
question of the eternity of the world is a “dialectical problem” (as defined in 
Aristotle’s Topics), an issue about which plausible arguments can be adduced 
both for and against. The limitation of human reason on this topic allows for 
the possibility of conceiving of creation in narrative terms as having a begin- 
ning. Conversely, in Summa contra Gentiles IV, 97, Aquinas argues against the 
creation of an infinity of souls on the ground that infinity is contrary to the very 
notion of an end. In the treatment of creation, Aquinas not only underscores 
the unilateral dependency of the creation on the Creator (creation is the very 
dependency of created being upon its source [SCG, II, 18] ipsa dependentia 
esse creati ad principium), but also the notion of creation as narratio, that is, a 
“setting forth, an exposition, a telling or relating.” The examination of God as 
creator introduces a reversal of discourse that marks the transition from philo- 
sophical to theological discourse about God. Aquinas puts the contrast this 
way: whereas the philosopher examines natural things in themselves, the be- 
liever studies them as “effects and signs of God.””° God himself is the transcen- 
dent and exemplary source of all that is. Creation, as we noted above, is not so 
much a making as it is “transcendental appearing.” 

A distinctive unity emerges from parallel investigations of Aquinas’s meta- 
physics, ethics, and theology, at the center of which is the twin teaching on 
creation and incarnation. Based on an utterly gratuitous act, creation itself is 
the first gift, the framework and foundation for the entirety of his metaphysics 
and ethics. The consequences, which we noted previously, for our understand- 
ing and practice of justice and the other virtues are palpable. Equally conspic- 
uous are the implications for metaphysics, which must operate in a universe 
constructed not simply in terms of universal principles such as potency and act 
but also as a set of signs, pointing beyond themselves to a source that eludes 
capture in images or concepts. The first gift of creation is complemented and 
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elevated by the unanticipated and unmerited second gift, grace or redemption, 
made available to us through a dramatic reversal in human history, a reversal 
that pivots on the author of the whole entering his own drama and embracing 
sin, despair, and death. The most elaborate and most compelling expression of 
dependent rationality and just generosity is the iconic image of the cruci- 
fied God. 

The creator God differs from the demiurge not only in the nature of the 
initial act of creation but also in its enduring, pedagogical relationship to the 
created artifact. In defending the fittingness of miracles—that is, of God inter- 
vening in creation—Thomas appeals to the image of God as artist: 


It is not. . . opposed to the nature of an artifact that the artist should work in 
a different way on his product even after he has given it its first form. Nor 
therefore is it against nature that God should work otherwise in natural 
things than as the customary course of nature operates.?! 


The radical contingency of creation simultaneously underscores the unilateral 
dependence of creation on the Creator and the openness of creation to con- 
tinued divine intervention. God intervenes in order to instruct. Miracles have 
the pedagogical goal of intensifying our sense of reverence, awe, and wonder. 
“We marvel at something when, while seeing the effect, we do not know its 
cause."? [n the experience of miracles we encounter the presence of a hidden 
God. The philosophical analogy of God and the artist anticipates the scriptural 
image (St. Paul's image) of God as potter who has power over the clay “to make 
one vessel unto glory and another unto disgrace” (Rom. 9:21; SCG III, 161). If 
Aquinas insists that the ultimate plan of divine providence is hidden from us, 
he is nonetheless careful in nearly every major battle in the Summa contra 
Gentiles to repudiate philosophical arguments that would foreclose the pos- 
sibility of envisioning God, in whom there is no composition of essence with 
act of existence, as active in history. We return here to the twofold selfrevela- 
tion of God to Moses: the first, "I am who am,” cancels all possible sources of 
idolatrous naming and conjuring of the divine; while the second, “I will show 
thee all good,” underscores the future-oriented character of divine revelation 
and locates human beings in a position of communal dependency on God 
throughout the moments of time. 


Hopeful Practices 


The rethinking of being as gift underscores the primacy of the virtue of 
trust, of receptivity to the givenness of our existence and nature. It also elevates 
hearing over vision and points to the significance of another virtue, hope. The 
gap between faith and vision underscores the future-oriented character of the 
Christian life. We are wanderers or wayfarers: this is the "core of our creaturely 
existence,” as Josef Pieper observes.? The general object of hope is a difficult 
future good (bonum arduum futurum). The need for hope signifies both our 
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“absence of fulfillment,” our “proximity to nothingness,” and our “orientation 
to fulfillment."?* As a virtue, hope stands between the twin vices of despair and 
presumption.” It is thus related to the virtues of magnanimity, which urges us 
to pursue difficult goods, and humility, which counsels us not to claim as our 
autonomous possession goods that exceed our capacity or merit. 

Pieper's consideration of hope as a virtue that speaks to the character of 
our temporal existence evinces the link between hope and all the virtues. 
Since the ultimate good is hidden, we are, as practitioners of the virtues, 
ordered in a certain direction, pursuing a telos, but not yet in possession of it. 
We are situated between presumption and despair. Although presumption is a 
"false similitude of hope" and involves a *perverse security," despair is the 
greater vice. The former, while dangerous, retains a simulacrum of the virtue 
of hope, whereas the latter abandons the power of divine grace altogether. The 
consequence of the loss of hope is an atrophying of the soul. Aquinas notes that 
"natural hope" accompanies youth, for whom *the future is long and the past 
is short.”2° Supernatural hope gives eternal youth, "that strong-hearted fresh- 
ness, that resilient joy, that steady perseverance in trust that so distinguish the 
young and make them lovable."7 God, as Augustine says, is “younger than 
all else." 

From this perspective, philosophy can be conceived once again as the 
quest for wisdom, a quest undertaken out of wonder and abiding in hope. 
Pieper writes, 


Out of wonder, Aristotle says, comes joy. . . . In its fusion of positive and nega- 
tive, ignorance on the way to further knowledge, wonder reveals itself as hav- 
ing the same structure as hope, the same architecture as hope—the structure 
that characterizes philosophy and, indeed, human existence itself.28 


The theme of hope also surfaces in the discussion of history, especially in 
Pieper's dissection of modern claims concerning historical progress. In his 
book Hope and History, Pieper highlights the intimate connection in modern 
thought between history and hope. Kant, for example, includes "What can I 
hope for?" among the most basic questions.?? Pieper concurs on the question's 
importance but denies that history itself gives us any rational ground for belief 
in the inevitability of human progress. 

Here Pieper’s work dovetails nicely with that of the early MacIntyre. If 
neither Aquinas nor Pieper would embrace MacIntyre’s hasty and wholesale 
dismissal of modernity or liberalism, they would share his concern over certain 
tendencies in liberalism—toward radical individualism, toward the complete 
privatization of the good, and toward the invasion of market forces into all 
areas of human life.?? Aquinas would also want to defend the centrality of the 
virtue of hope for human life, a virtue that will have a different ranking, role, 
and purpose, in different conceptions of the human good. In Marxism and 
Christianity, MacIntyre makes the bold assertion that "liberalism . . . simply 
abandons the virtue of hope. For liberals the future has become the present 
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enlarged.”*! Of course, its orientation toward the future gives the impression 
that liberalism is about nothing but hope. For MacIntyre, however, this judg- 
ment only serves to demonstrate how successful liberalism has been at shrink- 
ing our sense of the viable possibilities for human life. Like Murdoch, MacIn- 
tyre aligns Marxism with Christianity as alternatives to a regnant liberalism: 
“Both Marxism and Christianity rescue individual lives from the insignifi- 
cance of finitude . . . by showing the individual that he has or can have some 
role in a world-historical drama.”*? The grand narratives of Marxism and 
Christianity constitute comprehensive accounts of the place of human beings 
in history and in the cosmos, analyses of the current disorders and resources of 
the human condition, and proclamations of the grounds for hope in a trans- 
formed future. MacIntyre contends, 


Secularization has not resulted . . . in the working class—or indeed any 
other group as a social group—acquiring a new and more rational set of 
beliefs about the nature of man and the world. Rather, men have been 
deprived of any over-all view and to this extent have been deprived of one 
possible source of understanding and of action. The conditions which are 
inimical to religion seem to be inimical to Marxism too. 


As we have seen in our previous discussions of Dependent Rational Animals, 
MacIntyre now expresses the deprivations of liberalism less in terms of the 
desuetude of grand narratives, and more in terms of a deficit of self-knowledge, 
an erosion of the conditions that make possible education about the common 
good in and through communal practices. 

Modernity’s dislocation of thought and practice from the vitality of tradi- 
tions entails deep confusion about hope. MaclIntyre’s dissection of the decline 
of hope as a virtue resembles the interpretation of hope in Sheldon Wolin’s 
reading of Tocqueville, according to which modernity, in contrast to the pre- 
modern elevation of the past, “fetishizes the future."?* “Instead of development 
or fulfillment of potential,” we experience in modernity the “exhaustion of 
time in the conquest of space by beings in a hurry.” Wolin describes it thus: 
“Culture is end-less process, the formalized method by which artifacts are 
produced continuously.”** MacIntyre deploys what Wolin identifies as one of 
the chief strategies for combating liberalism: “to enlarge modernity’s under- 
standing of progress to include the experience of loss.”*° Otherwise, we have 
not hope but empty, anxious longing for what we do not yet possess. 

To bring MacIntyre closer to Aquinas’s position, we would need to unite 
his late emphasis on practices of the common good with his early accentuation 
of world-historical dramas. Yet even here, he does not quite reach Aquinas’s 
sense of creation as ordered by and toward that which transcends creation and 
time. Pieper is more accurate. He patiently examines, and finds wanting, a 
number of arguments on behalf of historical progress, construed as the com- 
plete realization of a universal society of just relations among persons.?/ Pieper 
concludes, “If earthly existence is pervasively structured toward what is ‘not yet 
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in being, and ifa man, as a viator, is truly ‘on the way to’ something right up to 
the moment of death, then this hope, which is identical with our very being 
itself, either is plainly absurd or finds its ultimate fulfillment on the other side 
of death.”*® 

Modernity’s failure to fulfill the hopes that modernity itself has fostered in 
humanity generates forms and degrees of despair peculiar to modernity. Pie- 
per’s response is not so much to deny the hope for universal justice but to insist 
that hope can be a real and vigorous virtue only if it is grounded in eternity, not 
merely in the flow of time. But does the turn to eternity not risk a denigration of 
limited, temporal goods? Pieper responds: “It is this identical, created reality 
here and now present before our eyes, whose fulfillment, in direct overcoming 
of death and catastrophe, we hope for as salvation.”*° 

The wisdom of revelation operates through contingent historical events 
unknown to the philosopher; it embraces and focuses on death and catastro- 
phe, precisely those features of ancient tragedy that philosophy supplanted in 
its account of the good life. The vehicle of revelation is a historical narrative, 
the narrative of salvation history. The source of Christian wisdom is the singu- 
lar, contingent event of the incarnation, upon which the whole of history 
pivots and in which time and eternity cross. “If anyone should consider dili- 
gently and piously the mystery of the Incarnation,” says Thomas, “he will find 
such a profundity of wisdom that it exceeds all human knowing. As the Apostle 
states: The wisdom of men is foolishness before God."*' Aquinas does not 
speak in Marion's terms of a holy terror, but he does describe an excess, a 
surplus, a saturation of wisdom in the incarnation that is apt to disorient and 
confuse human minds in their initial encounter with it. This is why Christ 
taught, healed, and established a church with sacraments and a priesthood. 
The dialectic of presence and absence continues in salvation history, in the 
church and the sacraments. After performing wondrous deeds, Christ with- 
draws, so that “by his absence” we might be prepared for spiritual gifts. 

The wisdom of Christ is most emphatically and most paradoxically pres- 
ent in the very moment when God seems most distant, in the moment of death 
on the cross. Marion’s most audacious interpretive move is to suggest that in 
his increasing preoccupation with the Crucified One, Nietzsche himself 
comes close to seeing in Christ’s final “Amen,” his willingness to embrace all 
that life offers without complaint or repudiation, as an affirmation of all that 
is—the antithesis to ressentiment and nihilism. For our present purposes, we 
need not tarry over the adequacy of Marion’s exegesis of Nietzsche; what 
matters is that Marion’s way of articulating the incarnation, cross, and resurrec- 
tion operates as a dual corrective—against idolatry and against the temptation 
to repudiate the significance of contingent temporal events. Christ’s cross 
indicates that the “world is not only acceptable and bearable, but credible and 
faithful.” Christ “expresses the great awaited Amen of a Dionysian break- 
through”; “in his own way he bears the unbearable within the innocence of an 
affirmation.”** Marion asks pointedly, 
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Would abandon become the condition of relation to God as a person and 
notas an idol? But then one would have to admit that abandon offers one of 
the faces of communion—perhaps the highest. . . . the conjunction of the 
persons in the unique danger of their mutual abandon, or even the conjunc- 
tion of the gift and abandon in the play of persons—there is the mystery that 
Nietzsche just touches upon only then to avoid it 


The significance of abandonment is notlost on Aquinas. We have already 
noted his statement, "Christ's Passion suffices to instruct us fully about our 
life." He continues, "Whoever wants to live perfectly has nothing more to do 
than spurn what Christ spurned on the Cross and desire what he desired." He 
who possesses all the treasures of wisdom in his very person "appears naked on 
the Cross, an object of mockery, spit upon, beaten, crowned with thorns, 
offered gall and vinegar, and put to death. No example of virtue is absent from 
the Cross.”* The encounter with Christ crucified continues in the life of the 
church, whose sacraments “receive their specific power from Christ’s Passion. 
... The water and blood flowing from the side of Christ hanging on the cross 
are signs of this truth—one of baptism, the other of the Eucharist." 

For Aquinas, then, the Good is not just, as Murdoch sees it, “a magnetic 
centre to which we are drawn"; it is also a gift, or rather, it is the source of and 
beyond every gift we receive, the Giver of every good and perfect gift. It is also 
the Gift made manifest to us in the flesh, in the person of Christ and in the 
sacramental presence even unto the present day. We have already noted the 
way Murdoch moves back and forth between a Platonic notion of the Good as 
an impersonal power of attraction, and a more Augustinian and psalmist con- 
ception of God as a personal voice that beckons alluringly. But Murdoch 
resists the identification of the Good with God. Her version of Anselm’s so- 
called ontological argument entails that “no existing thing could be what we 
have meant by God. Any existing God would be less than God. An existent 
God would be an idol or demon.”** The point here seems to be that no 
singular being can, by the very fact of its singularity, embody all that we mean 
by perfection; conversely, our judgment that “this being is God” would seem 
to presuppose the independence and transcendence of a notion of perfection 
in light of which we appraise this particular being as divine. Aside from reflect- 
ing a crude notion of God as a singular being in the midst of other singular 
beings, Murdoch’s account instructively inverts Aquinas’s understanding of 
the relationship between God and perfection, the latter of which is especially 
susceptible to idolatrous misunderstanding and abuse. As we noted above, the 
identification of the divine with a set of perfections constitutes a more sophisti- 
cated, and therefore more dangerous, form of idolatry than that found in the 
confusion of the divine with sensible objects and images. 

Murdoch is of course aware of the vices of idolatry. Thus, she insists that 
we experience “both the reality of perfection and its distance away, and this 
leads us to place our idea of it outside the world of existent being as something 
of a different unique and special sort.”4 The latter claim does not entail for 
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Murdoch that there is some point to the universe independent of it, some 
transcendent telos that would give meaning to finite, contingent acts and lives. 
Instead, she acknowledges the sheer pointlessness of virtue. 

By contrast with this view, Stanley Hauerwas urges that the Christian task 
is to “see the contingent as ‘gift’ whose purpose is to praise the creator. Such a 
task does not mean the otherness of the contingent is obliterated by its place in 
a larger purpose, but that its contingency can be enjoyed because God so 
enjoys God's creation." In Genesis, God comments on, and takes delight in, 
each stage in his creation. At its most profound level, Aquinas's metaphysical 
practice is precisely a training of embodied souls to take delight in the being of 
creatures, both in themselves and as hopeful signs of the fulfillment of divine 
promises. This, Hauerwas continues, is a 


telos of hope that gives us the confidence to believe that we are not fated by 
our collective or individual pasts. We know that we cannot avoid being 
creatures of history, but that way of putting the matter presumes we should 
desire, if possible, an alternative. Such a desire cannot help but appear to 
the Christian as a sinful attempt to escape our creatureliness. Our only 
alternative is not a salvation that mystically frees us from history, from our 
past, but rather an alternative history made possible by a community of 
people across time who maintain a memory of God's hope for us and for the 
world.5! 
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1. ETHICS AS A GUIDE INTO METAPHYSICS 


l. Related in Richard Ellmann’s James Joyce (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1983), a revision of the original 1959 edition, on p. 63. 

2. William T. Noon, Joyce and Aquinas (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University 
Press, 1957). The book is still regularly cited in studies of Joyce, even if its suggestions of 
Joyce’s affinities with premodern philosophy have been less well received in the trendy 
attempts to deploy Joyce as an authority for a host of postmodern “isms.” 

3. Weldon Thornton's The Antimodernism of Joyce’s Portrait (Syracuse, N.Y.: 
Syracuse University Press, 1994) is a case in point. Thornton makes a convincing case 
for the presence of Aristotelian notions of human agency and narrative rationality in 
Joyce, especially in Portrait of the Artist. He does not, however, investigate the interplay 
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able to Kantian and utilitarians countercharges that virtue ethics is itself reductionistic. 
Later in the chapter, we shall consider a specific version of this argument. 
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discriminating vision of complex, concrete circumstances, of a host of data, organized 
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aquaque scientia demonstrativa secundum analogiam, id est secundum quod sunt 
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happens most of the time, but with a normative conception, we shall need an under- 
standing of the design plan for our cognitive activities. But it seems reasonable to 
suppose that a design plan will aim at all sorts of things, not just at the production of 
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quod est per aliud notum, non statim percipitur ab intellectu, sed per inquisitionem 
rationis, et se habet in ratione termini. 

33. Cornelio Fabro, “The Transcendality of Ens-Esse and the Ground of Meta- 
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hominibus et convenientius et certius proveniat, necessarium fuit quod de divinis per 
divinam revelationem instruantur. Necessarium igitur fuit, praeter philosophicas disci- 
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40. Sarah Broadie, Ethics with Aristotle (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 
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41. Although Plantinga does not develop his own theory in terms of the virtues, his 
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43. See ST I-Ilae, q. 58, a. 5. 
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tia. Alio modo intellectus assentit alicui non quia sufficienter moveatur ab obiecto 
proprio, sed per quandam electionem voluntarie declinans in unam partem magis 
quam in aliam. Et si quidem hoc fit cum dubitatione et formidine alterius partis, erit 
opinio, si autem fit cum certitudine absque tali formidine, erit fides. 

45. ST I-Ilae, q. 57, a. 3: Dummodo enim verum geometra demonstret, non refert 
qualiter se habeat secundum appetitivam pattern, utrum sit laetus vel flatus, sicut nec 
in artifice refert. 

46. Ralph MclInerny, Characters in Search of Their Author: The Gifford Lectures 
Glasgow 1999-2000 (South Bend, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2003), 106. 

47. John Henry Newman, An Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent (Notre Dame, 
Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1979), 281. 

48. Ibid. 

49. Newman, The Idea of a University, 91. 

50. Attention to The Idea of a University would aid McInerny’s attempt to find 
common ground between Newman and Aquinas (Characters in Search of Their Author, 
100—108), even as it would complicate Joseph Dunne’s attempt to align Newman with 
Thomas Kuhn (Back to the Rough Ground, 31—54). But what about McInerny’s claim 
that Newman has confused the truth of what is with truth that corresponds to virtuous 
appetite? Newman does not clearly argue in Grammar of Assent for the expansion of 
phronesis as understand by Aristotle. As MclInerny notes, Aristotle thinks that practical 
wisdom is impossible apart from rightly ordered desire, which occurs through the moral 
virtues; prudence and the moral virtues are inseparable. Now, Newman explicitly 
rejects the unity of the virtues thesis; with respect to the moral virtues, this dissociation 
of one virtue from another is clearly at odds with Aristotle and Aquinas. With respect to 
the speculative intellectual virtues, however, Aquinas notes that, because the subject 
matters of different disciplines are diverse in their modes of procedure, one can excel in 
one without excelling in another. Newman observes that an individual may “possess it 
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in one department of thought, for instance, history and not in another, for instance, 
philosophy.” For anyone who has spent any time among academics from a variety of 
disciplines, this claim will seem unimpeachable. This is not to say, however, that 
Newman opts for narrow specialization. This is another way in which attention to The 
Idea of a University provides a more complex and richer picture of Newman’s position, 
since in that book he argues for a kind of intellectual virtue, the fruit of truly liberal 
education, that affords a vision of the interconnections among the various fields of 
inquiry. 

51. This quick discussion of Newman is not intended to resolve all points of 
disagreement with Aristotle and Aquinas; indeed, Newman repudiates Aristotle’s thesis 
concerning the unity of the moral virtues. The point, rather, is to suggest that Newman 
is an important resource for the development of the notion of intellectual virtue, 
particularly concerning the virtues involved in the discovery of knowledge 

52. Thomas’s position does not exclude the role of what Yves Simon calls intellec- 
tual inclination in the discovery of knowledge. See Simon, The Tradition of Natural Law 
(New York: Fordham University Press, 1992), 130. Nor does it deny that character traits 
like temperance and courage may play a dispositive role in the pursuit of knowledge. 

53. ST II-Ila, q. l, a. 4, ad 3: Sicut enim per alios habitus virtutum homo videt 
illud quod est sibi conveniens secundum habitum ilium; it etiam per habitum fidei 
inclinatur mens hominis ad assentiendum his quae conveniunt rectae fidei. 

54. 'The kind of perception and the sorts of intellectual inquiry operative in these 
cases would, as Zagzebski urges, be hard to classify as exclusively practical or exclu- 
sively theoretical. We could do so only by determining the final end intended for a 
specific set of actions or investigations. 

55. The revival of virtue is intimately allied to an attack on Kantian conceptions of 
obligation and an attempt to find alternative conceptions. For an early attack, see 
Elizabeth Anscombe's “Modern Moral Philosophy.” Some philosophers have wanted 
to construe obligations in terms of hypothetical imperatives; see, for example, Philippa 
Foot, “Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives,” in Virtues and Vices; and 
Bernard Williams, “Internal and External Reasons for Action,” in Moral Luck (Cam- 
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 101-13. For worries about whether Wil- 
liams's distinction between internal and external reasons is adequate, see Alasdair Mac- 
Intyre, “The Magic in the Pronoun “My,” Ethics 94 (1983): 113-25. MacIntyre points 
us in the direction of an “ought” that reduces neither to the categorical nor to the 
hypothetical imperative of Kant. For a more recent attempt to derive obligations from 
an aretaic or virtue-based theory, see Michael Slote, From Morality to Virtue. By far the 
best discussion of freedom as understood in the tradition of Aristotle and Aquinas is Yves 
Simon’s Freedom of Choice (New York: Fordham University Press, 1969). 

56. On this, Plantinga would seem to concur. He writes, “No brief and simple, 
semialgorithmic account of warrant carries much by way of illumination. Our episte- 
mic establishment of noetic faculties or powers is complex and highly articulated; it is 
detailed and many-sided. There is knowledge of . . . an astonishingly wide variety of 
topics. .. . These faculties work with exquisite subtlety and discrimination, producing 
beliefs . . . that vary all the way from the merest suspicion to absolute dead certainty. 
And once we see the enormous extent of this articulation and subtlety, we can also see 
that warrant has different requirements in different divisions . . . of that establishment; 
perhaps in some of these areas internalist constraints are indeed necessary for warrant" 
(Warrant: The Current Debate, 184). 
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The complexity of our noetic activity means that we cannot have a univocal 
conception of knowledge or warrant. Plantinga cites Aristotle's counsel that we should 
“not expect more clarity than the subject permits” and argues that the topic of warrant is 
not best handled by “producing a set of severally necessary and jointly sufficient condi- 
tions.” Instead, we have “paradigm” cases of knowledge to which other cases are “re- 
lated by way of analogy and similarity,” 212—13. This approach defends proper function 
against the typical analytic assault by counterexample, since we shall now have to 
determine whether the counterexample applies to the central or to the penumbral 
cases. 

57. ST I-II, q. 57, a. 5: Prudentia est virtus maxime necessaria ad vitam humanam. 
Bene enim vivere consistit in bene operari. Ad hoc autem quod aliquis bene operetur, 
non solum requiritur quid faciat, sed etiam quomodo faciat. 

58. ST I-II, q. 57, a. 1: Quod utatur scientia habita, hoc est movente voluntate: et 
ideo virtus quae perficit voluntatem, ut charitas vel justitia, facit etiam bene uti huius- 
modi speculativis habitibus. 

59. ST II-Ilae, q. 166, a. 2, ad 2: Actus cognoscitivae virtutis imperatur a vi 
appetitiva, quae est motiva omnium virium, ut supra habitum est. Et ideo circa cogni- 
tionem duplex bonum potest attendi. Unum quidem, quantum ad ipsum actum cogni- 
tionis. Et tale bonum pertinet ad virtutes intellectuales, ut scilicet homo circa singula 
aestimet verum. Aliud autem est bonum quod pertinet ad actum appetitivae virtutis, ut 
scilicet homo habeat appetitum rectum applicandi vim cognoscitivam sic vel aliter, ad 
hoc vel ad illud. Et hoc pertinet ad virtutem studiositatis. Unde computatur inter 
virtutes morales. 
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66. ST II-IIae, q. 109, a. 1 ad 2: Ex parte autem actus medium tenet, inquantum 
verum dicit quando oportet, et secundum quod oportet. In the body of the article, 
Aquinas explains, Alio modo potest dici veritas qua aliquis verum dicit, secundum quod 
per eam aliquis dicitur verax. Et talis veritas, sive veracitas, necesse est quod sit virtus, 
quia hoc ipsum quod est dicere verum est bonus actus; virtus autem est quae bonum 
facit habentem, et opus eius bonum reddit. 

67. ST I-Hae, q. 109, a. 2. 

68. ST I-II, q. 109, a. 3, ad 1: Quia homo est animal sociale, naturaliter unus 
homo debet alteri id sine quo societas humana servari non posset. Non autem possent 
homines ad invicem crederent, tamquam sibi invicem vertitatem manifestantibus. 

69. ST II-Ilae, q. 109, a. 3, ad 3: Veritas qua aliquis et vita et sermone talem se 
demonstrat, qualis est. 

70. Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind, 148. 

71. Ibid., 197. 

72. The view of the theoretical virtues as ordered to knowing necessary and univer- 
sal truths sees the mind as informed and determined by the object, indeed, by a 
hierarchy of objects of knowledge. This does not mean that the mind contributes 
nothing to the object, since the intellectual power of abstracting universal natures 
contributes universality to the object of knowledge, but the intellect does not contribute 
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content. See Aquinas, Expostitio super librum Boethii De Trinitate (Leiden, 1955), 
hereafter Super De Trinitate. See Super De Trinitate, qq. 5 and 6. The apprehension of 
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quae recipiat species sensibilium, et quae conservet. Rursus considerandum est quod, si 
animal moveretur solum propter delectabile et contristabile secundum sensum, non 
esset necessarium ponere in animali nisi apprehensionem formarum quas percipit 
sensus, in quibus delectatur aut horret. Sed necessarium est animali ut quaerat aliqua 
vel fugiat, non solum quia sunt convenientia vel non convenientia ad sentiendum, sed 
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twenty-hve times a minute is not functioning properly, that AIDS damages the immune 
system and makes it function poorly, that multiple sclerosis causes the immune system 
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in a thousand other contexts; thinking in these terms is natural and apparently unavoid- 
able for human beings" (Warrant and Proper Function, 196). 

62. MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, 46. 
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64. ST 1,91, 3. 

65. ST I, 91, 3, ad 3: Solus homo delectatur in ipsa pulchritudine sensibilium 
secundum seipsam. 

66. ST I, 91, 3, ad 3: Quia sensus praecipue vigent in facie, alia animalia habent 
faciem pronam ad terram, quasi ad cibum quaerendum et providendum sibi de victu, 
homo vero habet faciem erectam, ut per sensus, et praecipue per visum, qui est subtilior 
et plures differentias rerum ostendit, libere possit ex omni parte sensibilia cognoscere, 
et caelestia et terrena, ut ex omnibus intelligibilem colligat veritatem. 

67. ST L 76, 5: Ad organum autem tactus requiritur quod sit medium inter con- 
traria, quae sunt calidum et frigidum, humidum et siccum, et similia, quorum est 
tactus apprehensivus, sic enim est in potentia ad contraria, et potest ea sentire. Unde 
quanto organum tactus fuerit magis reductum ad aequalitatem complexionis, tanto 
perceptibilior erit tactus. Anima autem intellectiva habet completissime virtutem sen- 
sitivam, quia quod est inferioris praeexistit perfectius in superiori ut dicit Dionysius in 
libro de Div. Nom. Unde oportuit corpus cui unitur anima intellectiva, esse corpus 
mixtum, inter omnia alia magis reductum ad aequalitatem complexionis. 

68. See Stanley Rosen, "Thought and Touch: A Note on Aristotle's De Anima," 
Phronesis 6 (1961): 127-37. 

69. ST I-II, 24, 1, ad 2: Etiam inferiores vires appetitivae dicuntur rationales, 
secundum quod participant aliqualiter rationem, ut dicitur in I Ethic. It is striking that 
McDowell has nothing to say about the intermediate status of passions between the 
purely rational and the purely sub-rational. 
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70. ST I-II, 23, 1: Ad cognoscendum ergo quae passiones sint in irascibili, et quae 
in concupiscibili, oportet assumere obiectum utriusque potentiae. Dictum est autem in 
primo quod obiectum potentiae concupiscibilis est bonum vel malum sensibile sim- 
pliciter acceptum, quod est delectabile vel dolorosum. Sed quia necesse est quod 
interdum anima difficultatem vel pugnam patiatur in adipiscendo aliquod huiusmodi 
bonum, vel fugiendo aliquod huiusmodi malum, inquantum hoc est quodammodo 
elevatum supra facilem potestatem animalis; ideo ipsum bonum vel malum, secundum 
quod habet rationem ardui vel difficilis, est obiectum irascibilis. Quaecumque ergo 
passiones respiciunt absolute bonum vel malum, pertinent ad concupiscibilem; ut 
gaudium, tristitia, amor, odium, et similia. Quaecumque vero passiones respiciunt 
bonum vel malum sub ratione ardui, prout est aliquid adipiscibile vel fugibile cum 
aliqua difficultate, pertinent ad irascibilem; ut audacia, timor, spes, et huiusmodi. 

7]. ST I-II, 25, 2: Respondeo dicendum quod obiectum concupiscibilis sunt 
bonum et malum. Naturaliter autem est prius bonum malo, eo quod malum est privatio 
boni. Unde et omnes passiones quarum obiectum est bonum, naturaliter sunt priores 
passionibus quarum obiectum est malum, unaquaeque scilicet sua opposita, quia enim 
bonum quaeritur, ideo refutatur oppositum malum. Bonum autem habet rationem 
finis, qui quidem est prior in intentione, sed est posterior in consecutione. Potest ergo 
ordo passionum concupiscibilis attendi vel secundum intentionem, vel secundum 
consecutionem. Secundum quidem consecutionem, illud est prius quod primo ft in 
eo quod tendit ad finem. Manifestum est autem quod omne quod tendit ad finem 
aliquem, primo quidem habet aptitudinem seu proportionem ad finem, nihil enim 
tendit in inem non proportionatum; secundo, movetur ad finem; tertio, quiescit in fine 
post eius consecutionem. Ipsa autem aptitudo sive proportio appetitus ad bonum est 
amor, qui nihil aliud est quam complacentia boni; motus autem ad bonum est de- 
siderium vel concupiscentia; quies autem in bono est gaudium vel delectatio. Et ideo 
secundum hunc ordinem, amor praecedit desiderium, et desiderium praecedit delecta- 
tionem. Sed secundum ordinem intentionis, est e converso, nam delectatio intenta 
causat desiderium et amorem. Delectatio enim est fruitio boni, quae quodammodo est 
finis sicut et ipsum bonum, ut supra dictum est. 

72. In fact, Gadamer' account is much more satisfying. Developing further the 
relationship between first and second nature might help to temper the quasi-religious 
language of conversion that McDowell uses to describe second nature. He speaks 
repeatedly of “having one's eyes opened.” The contrast with Cadamer, who focues on 
receiving, interpreting, and articulating, and thus on hearing, is sharp. McDowell's 
language invites comparison with a kind of magical illumination, whereas Gadamer 
underscores the dialogical giving of an account about a shared world (Truth and 
Method, 462). McDowell's reconciliation never allows Aristotle’s conception of nature 
to enter the debate; rather, it simply supplements Kant's account of freedom with a 
notion of second nature derived from Aristotle and Gadamer. But Cadamer does not 
leave the realm of natural law intact and autonomous in the way McDowell does. He 
does concede to it its own immanent normativity of laws of success, but he argues for 
the priority of ordinary language to scientific language. Gadamer’s hermeneutics “cor- 
rects modern science" by focusing on what its mode of knowing through “making and 
producing” presupposes, namely, the “truth of remembrance.” What we pursue in 
science and why we pursue it cannot be explained by recourse to the language of 
mathematical physics. We are always in the hermeneutic circle of whole and part, and 
philosophy is precisely that discourse which seeks to speak about the whole. The 
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ing specificity. As if to underscore the elusiveness of such intelligibility, Joyce in this 
very chapter locates a great, if apparently insignificant mystery of the novel: "Who is 
Macintosh?"—a man who is apparently at the funeral but whose identity is never 
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